Beyond Possession of Lot 3/384: Visual Art Process as Agency in Understanding the Place of My Australian Settlerhood by Brittain, Corinne Annette
Beyond Possession of Lot 3/384: Visual Art Process as Agency in Understanding the Place of 
My Australian Settlerhood. 
 
 
 
 
 
by 
Corinne Brittain 
 
 
 
 
 
A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the degree of 
Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 
 
School of Arts and Social Sciences 
Sydney College of the Arts 
University of Sydney 
 2018 
 
 
 ii 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is to certify that to the best of my knowledge, the content of this thesis is my own work. This 
thesis has not been submitted for any degree or other purposes. 
I certify that the intellectual content of this thesis is the product of my own work and that all the 
assistance received in preparing this thesis and sources have been acknowledged.  
 
Signature:        
 
Name:  Corinne Brittain 
 
 
 iii 
Table of Contents           
List of Illustrations            v 
Abstract                        xi 
Notes on terms                      xii 
Table 1                      xiii 
Introduction              1 
Scope of the Project             1 
Claiming Ownership of Lot 3/384         12 
The Chapters            19 
Chapter One:   My time in place         22 
  Time as idea detaches from traditions of place     23 
  Impact          33 
  Disrupting Aboriginal Place: (Dis)locating the Dreaming Complex              39 
          Place as integral to being – some impressions      44 
Chapter Two:    Validating Settler Place: Possession, Sovereignty and the Myth of Mabo  49 
              Claiming the Garden Estate        51 
  An artwork – Settled…? The Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession      73                         
  Unread cultural landscapes                     76 
  Settled or Conquered? In truth, a murky sovereignty ensues               85 
  The long shadow of terra nullius and the myth of Mabo                          87 
Chapter Three:  Towards a settler understanding of place                         105 
     Australian settler place – some thoughts               114  
               Constructing the social in place                           120 
Chapter Four:   Visualising settler place through performative art praxis                         126 
 Contemporary comment - Australian and other visual artists                              135 
 iv 
Conclusion                                 158 
Bibliography                   164 
Appendix A                              169
          
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
List of Illustrations 
 v 
Figure 1             
Corinne Brittain, Dispossessed, 2005. 
Etching and collage, unique state. 82cm x 30cm         7 
 
Figure 2             
A set of the grinding grooves on Lot 3/384 taken in 2013. 
Image: Corinne Brittain            9 
 
Figure 3             
Latex and clay moulds for producing Tengucho tissue grinding grooves      10 
 
Figure 4             
Google map overlaid with original land grants of the Comerton Estate.      14 
 
Figure 5             
Current subdivisions within original land grants of the Comerton Estate (2011).     15 
 
Figure 6                          
           
Corinne Brittain, Getting to know you, 1997. 
Batik process on muslin, 110cm x 270cm.          16 
 
Figure 7 
Workup for the etching, “X” Marks the Spot.        17 
 
Figure 8 
Corinne Brittain, “X” Marks the Spot, 2018 (work in progress). 
Etching, ink, red white and blue thread on 300gsm Hahnemüle paper, 70cm x 90cm.    18 
 
Figure 9            
Corinne Brittain, “X” Marks the Spot, 2018 (detail). 
Etching, ink, red white and blue metallic thread on 300gm Hahnemüle paper, 70cm x 90cm.   18 
 
Figure 10             
Large Eucalypt trees surrounding the site of the grinding grooves.  
Image:  Corinne Brittain.                        23 
 
 
 
Figure 11             
Woodcut depiction of a flat earth bounded by space.         
 vi 
Artist unknown. Commonly attributed to Camille Flammarion (1842-1925).     29 
 
Figure 12             
Thomas Gosse, The Founding of the Settlement of Port Jackson at Botany Bay in New South Wales, 1799.  
Mezzotint, 50.5cm x 61.2cm 
© The British Museum.                        35 
 
Figure 13             
Setting up, Settled...? When the boats come in, 2015.    
Image: Corinne Brittain.           37 
 
Figure 14             
Corinne Brittain, Settled...? When the boats come in, 2015. 
Digital photograph, 306cm x 42cm          38 
 
Figure 15             
Corinne Brittain, Settled...? When the boats come in, 2015 (detail).                   38 
 
Figure 16             
Captain Cook Taking Possession of the Australian Continent, On Behalf of the British Crown, A.D. 1770 
Lithograph taken from a painting by John Alexander Gilfillan, circa 1865. 
© The National Library of Australia.         60 
 
Figure 17             
Gordon Bennett, Possession Island, 1991. 
Oil and synthetic polymer paint on canvas, 160cm x 260cm. 
© The Museum of Sydney.          61 
 
Figure 18             
Daniel Boyd, We Call Them Pirates Out Here, 2006. 
Oil on canvas, 226cm × 276cm. 
© Museum of Contemporary Art.           66 
 
Figure 19             
Emanuel Phillip Fox, Landing of Captain Cook at Botany Bay, 1770   1902. 
Oil on canvas ,192.2cm × 265.4cm. 
© The National Gallery of Victoria.         67 
 
Figure 20             
Circular depression near the grinding groves. A set of the grooves is visible adjacent, right side.    
 vii 
Image: Corinne Brittain.           69 
 
Figure 21             
Impression left on the grinding grooves by the Tengucho tissue flag.  
Image: Corinne Brittain.                        70 
 
Figure 22             
A swirl of red, white and blue pigment in the shallow circular depression. 
Image: Corinne Brittain.                        70 
 
Figure 23             
Corinne Brittain, Settled...? Butcher’s Apron    2015  
Video stills.                         72 
 
Figure 24             
Corinne Brittain, Settled...? The Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession, 2016.  
Digital image on damask cotton, metallic thread, silver platter, carving knife and fork. Dimensions variable.              74 
 
Figure 25             
Corinne Brittain, Settled...? The Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession, 2016 (detail). 
Digital image on damask cotton, metallic thread, silver platter, carving knife and fork. Dimensions variable.             75 
 
Figure 26             
Corinne Brittain, Settled...? The Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession, 2016 (detail). 
Digital image on damask cotton, metallic thread, silver platter, carving knife and fork. Dimensions variable.           76 
 
Figure 27             
Josef Lycett, View on the Wingeecarrabee River    1824. 
Hand coloured aquatint etching from copper plate mark, 23cm x 33cm. 
Image courtesy of The National Library of Australia.                   78 
 
Figure 28             
Corinne Brittain, Terra Australis (incognito) 2010. 
Etching, sequins and ink, unique state.  125cm x 135cm.                   79 
 
 
Figure 29             
Thomas Gainsborough, Mr and Mrs Andrews, c1750 
 viii 
Oil on canvas, 69.8cm x 119.4cm.      
© The National Gallery, United Kingdom.         81 
 
Figure 30             
Joseph Lycett, The residence of John McArthur Esqre. near Parramatta, New South Wales [Elizabeth Farm], c1823. 
Watercolour and gouache on paper 17.7cm x 27.8cm. 
© The National Library of Australia.         82 
 
Figure 31             
Petitions from the Yolngu people of Yirrkala proclaiming Customary Title in Law images in Gamatj and English      
August 1963. 
Stringy bark, paper, ochre, pipe clay, charcoal, 46.9cm x 21 cm (each) 
On permanent display, Parliament House, Canberra.                     92 
 
Figure 32 
Corinne Brittain, Surface Tension, 2010. 
Sequins, sheer fabric, monofilament, 125cm x 135cm.                   98 
 
Figure 33            
Setting up:  Settled...? Settler Jenga – How do you play the game?    2015. 
Perspex, rock, metallic thread. Dimensions variable. Each “brick” measures 42cm x 14cm x 8cm             103 
 
Figure 34                       
Corinne Brittain, Deeds, 2012. 
Digital image. Dimensions variable.                      107 
 
Figure 1  
Overview of “Machines à penser” at Fondazione Prada, Venice. 2018 with a model of Heidegger’s hut.                 117 
© Fondazione Prada 
 
Figure 36                       
Corinne Brittain, Keep off the grass. This means You! (before and after) 2004 . 
Digital image. Dimensions variable.                    121 
 
Figure 37                       
Rocky Platform with Tengucho tissue Union Jack visible in the foreground, 2015. 
Image: Corinne Brittain.                    126 
Figure 38                    
Hossein Valamanesh, Longing, Belonging, 1977.  
Digital Image. 99cm x 99cm © The artist and GAGPROJECTS.              136 
 ix 
 
Figure 39            
Hossein Valamanesh, Longing, Belonging, 1977.  
Photograph 99cm x 99cm, Carpet 215 cm x 305 cm. 
Courtesy of The Art Gallery of New South Wales © Hossein Valamanesh and Rick Martin.           137 
 
Figure 40            
Joan Ross, The claiming of things, 2012. 
Still image from digital animation.  
© Joan Ross.                    140 
 
Figure 41            
Joan Ross, Tag and Capture, 2013.  
Hand painted pigment print on paper, 50cm x 47cm. 
© Joan Ross.                      141 
 
Figure 42                    
Joan Ross, I Dig Your Land     2013. 
Hand painted pigment on cotton rag paper, 31.0 x 50.0 cm. 
© Joan Ross.                    142 
 
Figure 43            
Will Robinson, Nerang River Pool, 2004.  
Oil on linen, 122cm x 183cm. 
© William Robinson.                    157 
 
Figure 44            
Will Robinson, Creation Night Beechmont, 1988. 
Oil on canvas, 143.5cm x 193cm.  
© Laverty Collection, Sydney.                 157 
 
Figure 45                  
Corinne Brittain, Longing, 2014. 
Digital image. Dimensions variable.                159 
 
 
 
Figure 46            
Corinne Brittain, Water Hole, 2014.  
Video still.                          160 
 x 
 
Figure 47            
Corinne Brittain, Settled...? Marking Time, 2014. 
Clay on news print, variable sizes.               162 
 
Figure 48                 
Corinne Brittain, Settled...? Marking Time, 2014 (detail).                          162 
Clay on news print, variable sizes. 
 
Figure 49                
Richard Long, River Avon Mud Crescent, 2011. 
© Richard Long.                164 
 
Figure 50           
Richard Long, River Avon Mud Crescent, 2011 (work in progress).  
© Thomas Bruns.               164 
       
Figure 51               
Ana Mendieta, Body Tracks (Rastros Corporales) 1982. 
Photograph taken during a performance at Franklin Furnace, New York City. 
Courtesy Galerie Lelong, New York. 
© Estate of Ana Mendieta Collection.            166 
 
Figure 52           
Ana Mendieta, Body Tracks (Rastros Corporales) 1982.  
Blood and tempera on paper. 
Rose Art Museum, Brandeis University, Massachusetts. 
© Estate of Ana Mendieta Collection.           167 
 
Figure 53           
Corinne Brittain, Settled...? Claiming the void, Voiding the claim,2013 (detail).      
Tengucho tissue, inkjet print. Dimensions variable.          168 
 
Figure 54            
Detail of the remnant flag at Rocky Platform, 2015. 
Image: Corinne Brittain.                          170 
 
Abstract 
 xi 
Beyond Possession of Lot 3/384: Visual Art Process as Agency in Understanding the Place of My 
Australian Settlerhood is a project that considers the potential of the processes of visual art and 
researched writing to reveal fresh insights into the place of my lived settler experience. With a focus 
on the reemergence of scholarship and art production surrounding the issues, also examined are 
ways in which the hierarchical tropes of abstract, manipulable time inherent to modernity are able 
to unsettle ontological understandings of place. Against the backdrop of a broad Western historical 
timeline that reviews features of cultural, judicial and philosophical organizations of place, space 
and time, the relationships between art process and place in the specific context of this thesis is Lot 
3/384, a parcel of land I own in the Southern Highlands of New South Wales.  
 
The artwork produced for the thesis is situated within a framework of art practitioners whose 
interest in the materiality, politics and substance of place align with my own. Also considered is the 
use of prescriptive cultural motifs within the traditions of representational landscape art that tend to 
endorse hegemonic discourses. To disrupt these narrow practices, the concept of methexis is 
explored as a possible arena of performative and interactive art process that clarifies and expands 
current settler understandings of place. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note on terms  
 xii 
• The terms Indigenous and Aboriginal are interchangeable in this dissertation and refer to 
Australian cultural conditions unless otherwise stated. 
• While land or country refers to non-Aboriginal land usage, Country indicates Aboriginal 
interactions with the land. The most common spellings (where possible) of Aboriginal terms 
are used throughout.  
• Settler denotes all non-Aboriginal people, including migrations to the present day.  
• Settlement implies colonisation/ invasion/ contact/occupation of Australia by the British and 
subsequent non-Indigenous populations.  
• Although references may be made to a singularity of Aboriginal culture, it can be taken to 
include the broad diversity of Indigenous cultures and Language groups, unless otherwise 
stated. 
•  Land is used to convey the aspiration for deeper understandings of settler place. 
• Methexis in the context of this thesis is a concept that confers consequential value to the 
non-rational and mystical through collaborative input. Here, the artist and the 
viewer/collaborator have an equal and dynamic stake that has the potential to shift meaning 
within the art production. 
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Beyond Possession of Lot 3/384: Visual Art Process as Agency in Understanding the Place of 
My Australian Settlerhood 
 
Introduction 
 
Scope of the Project: Central to my artistic exploration for a decade or more has been the 
Australian settler condition and its relationship to place. This dissertation continues in that vein, and 
probes, through researched writing and art production, the fundamental nature of the place of my 
embodied settlerhood. While personal observations and academic authorship reveal an underlying 
unease around concerns of settler belonging (McKenna 2002; Read 2000; Gammage 2011; 
Maddison 2011) my core interests are in the re-evaluations of place as a constituent but discrete 
entity that, along with space and ordered time, produces, influences and establishes settler cultural 
tropes.  Renewed academic interest in place as entity comes after a long period of its neglect under 
the temporal privileging of modernity (Massey 1994, 2005; Casey 1996, 1997, 2002; Malpas 2014, 
2012, 1999, 2006, 2011, 2015, 2015(a)). Manipulable time as an ordering principle remains 
fundamental to the management of our current cultural condition, and so it becomes of equal 
significance to explore and clarify some of the characteristics of temporality that have possibly 
altered perceptions of settler place. 
 
My art praxis is both studio based and site (place) sensitive, and I further pose the question: can the 
methektic, performative acts of art creation yield a deeper understanding of place? In recent years 
artists and academics have revisited and expanded the methektic model as a way of exploring the 
collaborative, interactive aspects of art as distinct from mimetic representational modes (Bolt 2004, 
Carter 1996, 1987; Mayhew 2014).  Philosopher Francis Cornford defines methexis as an always-
permeable passage from the divine plane to the human and the human plane to the divine where the 
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One can go to the many and the many can be in reunion with the One.1 In this setting, the artist, the 
art production and the viewer have an equal stake in the conversation, and as Paul Carter attests, the 
artwork functions as a non-representative “act of concurrent actual production.”2 Embracing a 
methexical mode requires different ways of thinking from those imposed by the rationales of 
modernity, and a re-evaluating of conventional Western concepts. Methexis confers consequential 
value to non-rational, even mystical belief systems and increases awareness through collaborative 
input. Margaret Mayhew comments: 
Possibly the intersubjective creation of methexis is the precondition of any genuinely 
interdisciplinary enquiry; where the soft edges of our consciousness and knowledge 
brush up against something utterly unfamiliar and in that encounter, and interchange, 
a mutual co-creation occurs.3 
Under this condition, art, according to academic and artist Barbara Bolt, has the potential “to 
transcend its own structure as representation,”4 and in doing so opens up the world to new 
possibilities of thought, meaning and action.  
 
My writing and studio practice are at times intuitive and experimental, and discussion of the 
artworks as they relate to the researched findings are interwoven through the chapters. Although 
methektic art production is not fully interrogated until chapter four, I have taken a multidisciplinary 
approach to the processes of all of the works to explore speculative methexical practice. The 
possibilities of this intuitive quality of art making are assessed as a way of connecting to and 
                                               
1.  Francis Cornford, From Religion to Philosophy: A Study in the Origins of Western Speculation 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1991), 204. 
2.  Paul Carter, The Lie of the Land (London; Boston: Faber and Faber, 1996), 84.  
3. Margaret Mayhew, “Marking Exchange: Life-Drawing, Methexis and Intersubjective Praxis” in 
Material Inventions: Applying Creative Arts Research edited by Estelle Barrett and Barbara Bolt (London: I.B. 
Tauris, 2014), 187-205. 
4.  Barbara Bolt, Art Beyond Representation: The Performative Power of the Image (London; New 
York: I.B. Tauris, 2004), 163. 
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prioritising place. I contrast this process of art production with imagery of representational art 
practices that attempt prescriptive and predicable worldview outcomes.  
 
Offered is a body of artwork titled Settled…?, an interdisciplinary installation encompassing digital 
media, printmaking and sculpture. The series comprises three works submitted for exhibition 
examination: 
1. Settled...? When the boats come in  
2. Settled...? The Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession  
3. Settled...?  Settler Jenga-How do you play the game? 
There are also four ancillary works: 
4. Settled...? Claiming the void, Voiding the claim 
5. Settled...? “X” Marks the Spot 
6. Settled...? Marking time 
7. Settled...? Butchers Apron 
The reflexive interconnections between performative, methexical art praxis and writing transcend 
conventional modes of research and art in unexpected and powerful ways. The dialogical spaces 
generated have the potential to render clearer identifications of what my settler place is (or could 
be) while signalling some of the cultural impediments to finding, acknowledging and understanding 
it. The dynamic interchange between researched writing and art has shaped a profound ontological 
shift in my experience of place that I hope will become evident through the course of the thesis. 
 
Thoughtful settler acknowledgement of place has the potential to shift understandings of lived 
reality that include the societal spaces of settlement as they collide with Aboriginal cultures where 
place or Country remains the foundational structure of Law and Being. On land that must 
accommodate two often opposing ways of being, Indigenous Australian ontological perspectives of 
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Country are considered, even if it is the more essential issue of investigating settler place that is at 
stake in this dissertation. Knowledge of place cannot be “borrowed” from another culture; it must 
be sought, recognised, understood and earned from within.  
 
As I questioned settler relationships with place I realised how little daily attention seemed to be 
given to the matter of it. We speak of land prices, of ownership (The Great Australian Dream) 
patterns of land usage, the environmental and moral integrity of extracting resources, and on 
occasion, the complexities of Native Title and Indigenous Land Rights. It is less likely that 
Australians will discuss the substance of place itself, and our deep “love of the land” is an often 
taken for granted but unspoken cultural trait. Experiential place is for the most part, unheeded. 
Philosopher Edward Casey writes, 
The past three centuries in the West – the period of “modernity” – place has come to 
be not only neglected but actively suppressed. Owing to the triumph of the natural 
and social sciences in the same period, any serious talk of place has been regarded as 
regressive or trivial…For an entire epoch, place has been regarded as an 
impoverished second cousin of Time and Space, those two colossal cosmic partners 
that tower over modernity.5 
Perhaps sometimes forgotten too is that to be, is to be somewhere. This, it turns out, becomes 
pivotal to my understanding of place not only as a settler, but a sentient being. As Jeff Malpas says, 
our encounters are “always “taking place” in place.”6 It is axiomatic that this is personal, and so this 
dissertation is an excursion into my own sense of what place is, and how the substance of it forms 
and influences the constituent parts of my Australian settlerhood. My common law ownership of 
Lot 3/384, a parcel of land I own in the Southern Highlands of New South Wales, encapsulates the 
                                               
5.  Edward S. Casey, Getting Back into Place: Toward a Renewed Understanding of the Place-
World (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1993), xiv. 
6.  Jeff  Malpas, Place and Experience: A Philosophical Topography (Cambridge ; New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1999), 15. 
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physical ground of these investigations. It is this location that offers the clearest clarifications of 
what thoughtful investment in place could offer my settler existence. 
 
Our national anthem declares “wealth for toil” on “boundless plains”7 for all who embrace its often 
unspoken and nuanced cultural codes. The corollary of this continuing windfall implies that British 
possession generated either concomitant sharing with the people already present (which did not 
occur) or deprivation for those groups (which did). For Aboriginal peoples, violence and 
dispossession accompanied the new colonial order, bolstered by imported laws and proclamations 
of incontestable sovereignty (Reynolds 2000, 2006, 2013; Attwood, 2003; Gammage 2011). 
Frontier skirmishes are well documented, but the collective settler memory of them is poor. By our 
own legal definitions, did we conquer or settle this land? The answer is not simple nor is it merely 
academic, because these contemporaneous laws underpin territorial ownership and remain 
fundamental to our collective ethical and ontological compass.  
 
Commenting on colonisation in the eighteenth century, William Blackstone wrote that “lands are 
claimed by right of occupancy only, by finding them desert and uncultivated, and peopling them 
from the mother country; or where, when already cultivated, they have been either gained by 
conquest or ceded to us by treaties.”8 The term “desert and uncultivated” came to be the common 
law equivalent of the International Law doctrine of terra nullius, literally, land belonging to no one. 
Ulla Secher writes,  
The crucial point is that, although the doctrine of terra nullius is a well-established 
concept of international law, it is not a concept of common law. Nevertheless, the 
common law counterpart in the “desert and uncultivated” doctrine, which classified 
                                               
7. Peter Dodds McCormick, “Advance Australia Fair,” Australia: Commonwealth of Australia, 
1878 .  
8.  William Blackstone, The Commentaries on the Laws of England: Introduction, section 4. 
(Adelaide University ebooks, current), accessed May 9, 2014. 
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/b/blackstone/william/comment/index.html. 
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inhabited land as uninhabited for the purpose of the doctrine of reception.9  
Under these conditions inhabited land could be considered unoccupied and available for the taking; 
but without treaty, and with only nominal or belated fiscal and legal reparation (Mabo10 
notwithstanding) and scant regard for the cosmologies of the Indigenous nations of this country, 
debate around these issues continues. While the profound disruption of these doctrines on 
Aboriginal cultures is in general recognised, I began to question the effect of these ownership laws 
on settler interactions with place. 
 
Around fifteen years ago I began producing etchings relating to these matters. In one instance an 
Aboriginal petroglyph from Ku-ring-gai Chase National Park in Sydney was appropriated (fig.1). 
Although this site is a matter of public knowledge, I realised that my search could be better served 
by exploring motifs from within my own culture. It is interesting for me to note that questions of 
“place” were always at the core of these works. Trips to the interior of Australia and Arnhem Land 
were instructive. While undertaking a Master of Fine Arts degree, I volunteered at the art centre at 
Yuendumu, a remote (from urban centres) Aboriginal settlement located on the southern fringes of 
the Tanami desert and approximately 300 kilometres northwest of Alice Springs.  
 
                                               
9.  Ulla Secher, Aboriginal Customary Law: A Source of Common Law Title to Land (Oxford : Hart 
Publishing Ltd, 2014), 29.  
10. Mabo and Others v Queensland (No 2) HCA 23; (1992) 175 CLR 1 (3 June 1992). 
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Figure 2. Corinne Brittain, Dispossessed, 2005. 
Etching and collage, unique state. 82cm x 30cm. 
 
Around one thousand mostly Walpiri people live in Yuendumu. It was here that time for me became 
capricious, and days stretched and compressed to a cadence very different from my norm. This 
sensation was striking, and a residual of it has remained. In some respects, it was this event that 
instigated my current questioning of the roles of time and place to my settlerhood. A more recent 
trip to Murujuga (Burrup Peninsula) in the Pilbara region of Western Australia where large areas of 
ancient petroglyphs have been destroyed to facilitate resource extraction highlighted our settler 
inattention to the importance and care of place.  
 
Lot 3/384 is my place, but I remain unable to fully embrace it as a heartland. Is this related to my 
unawareness of the demands of place, or is it allied to a certain loss of moral integrity that comes 
Figure 2 is an early etching by the 
author based on issues of cross 
cultural space. The figure is derived 
from Aboriginal rock art in the Ku-
ring-gai National Park, Sydney. 
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with the way in which ownership of territory occurred, or both?  In his book, Looking for 
Blackfellas’ Point, Mark McKenna writes: “I have come to believe it is necessary to understand the 
history of indigenous Australians if I am to live in this country with my eyes wide open.”11  In some 
respects his circumstance resonates with my own. McKenna bought his land 1993, the same year as 
I acquired Lot 3/384. At the time public debate around the Mabo decision was at its zenith. Vested 
and divergent views were often although not always, poorly informed. It was perhaps with this in 
mind that McKenna sought evidence of Indigenous habitation on his property. He says, “I looked in 
vain for the stone tools or grinding grooves in the rocks along the banks of the river, and I asked 
many of the locals if they’d heard any stories or found any artefacts.”12 The local Aboriginal Land 
Council officer said to him, “If you want to know where our sites are just look around you, we like 
the same spots you do.”13 
 
Many of the trees had been cleared from Lot 3/384 when I purchased it, and some rudimentary 
fencing remained. Like McKenna’s land it was “empty”14 and ripe for a dwelling. With 
construction underway, a temporary camp was set up at a peaceful spot named Rocky Platform after 
the large flat outcrop of basalt rock that traversed a small creek. It became a favourite meeting 
place, and I could imagine that it had always been so. A makeshift swing hung on the branch of a 
large tree and portable facilities were placed in strategic locations. It was crossing the creek one day 
that I stumbled on sets of grinding grooves, similar no doubt to those McKenna had sought. They 
were intriguing, but their immediate significance was not apparent to me. Unlike McKenna who 
says, “but when I walked the land, it seemed as if I had only my imagination to conjure up the 
past”,15 I have substantial and undeniable proof of prior occupation.  
                                               
11.  Mark McKenna,  Looking for Blackfellas' Point: An Australian History of Place (Sydney, NSW: 
UNSW Press, 2002), 9. 
12.  Ibid., 5.  
13.  Ibid. 
14.  Ibid., 68. 
15.  Ibid., 5. 
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I set out to artistically explore the grooves in the hope that insights garnered from the processes of 
creative production would yield a more innate knowledge them of than might otherwise have 
occurred.  It is from these considerations that the work, Claiming the void, Voiding the claim, arose. 
 
 
Figure 3. A set of the grinding grooves on Lot 3/384 taken in 2013. 
Image: Corinne Brittain. 
 
To achieve the negative space of one the deeper grinding grooves (fig.2) as a three-dimensional 
object I had first to cast it in clay to produce a positive mould (fig.3). This mould was then cast in 
latex, and a negative or void used to produce the final artworks, which are a series of grinding 
grooves made with strong but materially insubstantial Tengucho tissue paper. While the completed 
work will be discussed later, it became dialectical that on the one hand to make void, to be “null and 
void” is, within settler jurisprudence, to become a legal non-entity - that is, for an action to be 
neither binding nor valid. This imported law, linked to the perception of the emptiness of 
“uninhabited” wilderness allowed for retrospective declarations of terra nullius, a land “desert and 
uncultivated.”  
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Figure 4. Latex (left) and clay moulds (middle) for producing Tengucho tissue grinding grooves (left). 
Image: Corinne Brittain. 
 
In casting this grinding groove as a void, I reiterated my temporal settler claim; yet in a parallel act 
of performative production, I have become intimately familiar with the shape and texture of the 
grinding groove. New knowledge of local place has materialised from the production of this work 
and strengthened my haptic knowledge of it and unlike McKenna, who says that in writing his book 
he is telling the “history of indigenous Australians.” McKenna comments: 
When I ask myself what has motivated me to write this book, I am aware that, like 
many other Australians, I feel I cannot understand the place in which I live without 
understanding the history and culture of Aboriginal people, and their interaction with 
settler Australia.16 
He says that what he discovered about the history of his land left him with a sense of unease and 
ambivalence about the moral implications of his proprietorial rights17 and writing his book is one 
way of giving something back to the Aboriginal people. 18 While I relate to his viewpoint, this 
                                               
16.  Ibid., 8. 
17.  Ibid., 221. 
18. Ibid., 5. 
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dissertation instead seeks to explore the function of place itself in a wide-ranging spectrum of 
current Australian cultural conditions. McKenna notes in his book that “he is not one who believes 
“the land” is the only source of spiritual belonging in Australia,19  and cites Sydney, London and the 
South Coast of New South Wales as possible locations.20 By contrast I suspect I had anticipated Lot 
3/384 filling a vague but unrelenting awareness of mis - placedness, an absence that pervades many 
a non-Indigenous Australian soul. In his book, Belonging: Australians, Place and Aboriginal 
Ownership, Peter Read poses the question: “Do I have the right to belong in this soul-country? Do 
Aboriginals belong in some deeper way than the rest of us?”21 Read speaks with non-Indigenous 
artists, historians, teenagers and Aboriginal people who proffer often contradictory attitudes to his 
queries.  
 
   While it may be tempting to attempt “borrow” Indigenous knowledge as a shortcut for connections 
to place, this raises serious ethical issues, and is an inadequate substitute for investiture in place. I 
do not need to know “secret business”22 or “be an absorbed consumer of Aboriginal traditions.”23  
Nor am I, as David Tacey suggests, “asking for their spirituality”24 in the hope of revelations that 
could be broadly contextualised within my search. Instead I level my gaze at my own culture to find 
new modes of being in a world that with the potential for attentiveness to place as a fundamental 
basis to existence, and not one that is predicated on ubiquitous temporality alone. For that to occur, 
I must properly grasp how Australia came to have a wave of colonisation in the eighteenth century, 
and why some moral and legal doubts remain of the validity of that settlement. Further, and as 
pertinent, I question whether core settler understandings or lack of the importance of place help 
drive my misgivings.  
                                               
19. Ibid. 
20.  Ibid. 
21.  Peter Read, Belonging: Australians, Place and Aboriginal Ownership: (Oakleigh, Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 9. 
22.  Corinne Brittain, Surface Tension (MFA diss., University of Sydney, 2010).  
23.  Ibid.  
24.  Read, "Belonging," 15. 
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Claiming Ownership of Lot 3/384 
Australian land has the potential to become “owned” under common law rather than shared or 
entrenched in custodial Indigenous rights.  Lot 3/384 metamorphosed from a community of 
Gundungurra people to a space constrained by a very different socio-political order. Did that 
happen with Captain Cook’s raising of the flag on Possession Island, or when the first deeds of 
possession of it were recognised under common law? As I began to research the settler history of 
Lot 3/384, I discovered that descendants of the original claimants had authored a history of the land 
grants that led to my ownership of it. To quote from the book The Comerton Connection written in 
2009, where the authors are commenting on some of the earliest land grants: 
All the grants backed onto unsurveyed and unallocated government land that ran 
east to the banks of the London or Mittagong river (now Nepean River). The 
following is the story of development within that unallocated land tract between 
1830-1960 that tells of the many individuals who brought life into this beautiful 
corner of the Mittagong Range, Southern Highlands, New South Wales. 25  
In this single, casual phrase “unsurveyed and unallocated land”, all previous occupation and any 
prior rights are expunged, the casualty of what historian Patricia Seed calls the “remarkable 
ordinariness of English Possession.”26 
 
The first recorded white incursion into the area around Mittagong was in 1792 when John Wilson, 
who had been transported to New South Wales from Lancashire in England for the theft of nine 
yard of cotton cloth, strayed into the area. As Gammage writes: 
In 1792 John Wilson, a First Fleet emancipist quit Sydney and became a tribal man. 
In May 1797 he became an outlaw, but in November returned, and in January 1798 
                                               
25.   R. W. Crouch,  The Comerton Connection / R.W. Crouch, 1st ed. (Caves Beach, N.S.W.: R.W. 
Crouch, 2009), 2. (Italics mine).  
26.  Patricia Seed, Ceremonies of Possession in Europe's Conquest of the New World, 1492-1640 
(Cambridge University Press, 1995), 17.  
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led Governor Hunter’s servant John Price, who kept a diary, and a man named Roe 
southwest. They reached the Wingecarribee-Wollondilly junction northwest of 
Berrima. In what is now mostly dense forest, they crossed “fine open country, but 
very mountainous”, grass meadows, thinly timbered plains, and scrub and vine 
brushes, including Bargo Brush, soon notorious for poor soil, stringy bark and 
tangles of scrub and fallen timber.27  
 
John Price is said to be the first European to sight the koala,28 near Bargo on January 26, 1798 (see 
Table 1). They reached the junction of the Wingecarribee-Wollondilly Rivers before turning back, 
exhausted. In 1824 Hume and Hovell began their trek to “discover” Melbourne, and it is well 
documented that they travelled up Old South Road through what is now Mittagong, and in very 
close proximity to Lot 3/384. Unofficial records show that they camped along this road.29 (Table 1) 
The grinding grooves are located less than five kilometres from where Hume and Hovell passed by. 
In 1831 James Comer, ex-convict, accused of larceny, transported and soon to be recast as wealthy 
land-owing pioneer and pillar of settler society, built a hut on the mentioned “unallocated” 
government land. In 1836 he acquired 700 acres, but his hut was not part of it, so in 1837 a further 
land grant was issued that included the rough dwelling. This in itself is significant, and although not 
a matter of record, it does suggest that “squatters” rights” may have played a role in his claim. Lot 
3/384 is part of a grant made in 1838, and in 1839 a further grant completed Comer’s holdings. He 
then divided the land between family and public sales30 (figs.4-5). Lot 3/384 has had several owners 
including the Catholic order of the Marist Brothers before it came into my possession in 1993.  
                                               
27.  Bill Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia (Crows Nest, 
N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, 2011), 197. 
28. Historical Records of New South Wales, vol. 3, Sydney, 1895, 820. https://trove.nla.gov.au.  
29.  John Coglan, Southern Highlands Story (Australia: Fast Books, 1995), 8. 
30.  Crouch,  “The Comerton Connection ,” 13.  
 14 
 
Figure 5. Google map overlaid with original land grants of the Comerton Estate. 
Image: Corinne Brittain 
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Figure 6. Current subdivisions within original land grants of the Comerton Estate (2011) 
Image: Corinne Brittain. 
 
The boundary lines of the land grants of the Comerton Estate, above, refer to a Cartesian order of 
possession and distribution of “vacant” land, but can provide little in the way of heuristic place. 
Memory mapping of Lot 3/384 has been part of my art practice for almost two decades and in some 
respects this research is a continuation of a process that began before and continued through my 
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MFA thesis⁠31 where I investigated through the lens of cartography (itself a colonising construct) the 
profound cultural differences between non-Aboriginal and Indigenous concepts and usage of land 
and Country. The large-scale batik work, Getting to know you (fig.6) is an intuitive, aerial 
perspective of Lot 3/384, and a manifestation of an earlier, tentative searching. 
 
 
Figure 7. Corinne Brittain, Getting to know you, 1997. 
Batik process on muslin, 110cm x 270cm. 
 
The more recent artwork “X” Marks the Spot, (figs.7-9) is a series of six zinc plate etchings that 
offer a settler – artist view of “my” section of the Comerton Estate, Lot 3/384, as a way of 
connecting with it through the performativity of the artwork. The work reacts against the usual rigid 
and sometimes arbitrarily drawn land grant boundaries. After more than twenty years of its care, 
topographical information of Lot 3/384 is osmotic and embodied. Topography inscribes 
geographical information onto anyone that has a significant and experiential relationship with it. As 
such, the etchings attempt to blur distinctions between the legal boundedness of Lot 3/384 
evidenced in the Cartesian representations of the Comerton Estate in figures 4 and 5, above, and my 
                                               
31.  Brittain, “Surface Tension.” 
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embodied knowledge of it. Using memory, the scribe becomes an extension of my hand as I mark 
out paddocks, fence lines gullies, trees, windbreaks, buildings, roads, dams and water holes. The 
zinc plate etching process is unpredictable, and unlike the earliest lithographic etchings32 of 
cadastral maps of the New South Wales colony, where clear, symbolic representation of possession 
and title were paramount, I allow the capricious nature of both mark making and the alchemical 
process inherent in printmaking to flourish. This distances them from becoming representative of 
our hegemonic laws and with it comes the potential knowledge of felt place. 
 
 
Figure 8. Workup for the etching, “X’ Marks the Spot. 
 
It is clear to me however, that while I am attempting to make my praxis of performative methektic 
value, by delineating the boundaries of Lot 3/384, the work is also political, and further, has 
elements of the representational and historical that are not completely obliterated.  
 
                                               
32.  Ibid, 44. 
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Figure 9. Corinne Brittain, “X” Marks the Spot, 2018 (work in progress). 
Etching: ink, red white and blue thread on 300gsm Hahnemüle paper, 70cm x 90cm. 
 
 
Figure 10.  Corinne Brittain, “X” Marks the Spot, 2018 (detail). 
Etching: ink, red white and blue metallic thread on 300gsm Hahnemüle paper, 70cm x 90cm. 
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Paddock and boundary fence lines in the work are cross stitched with red, white and blue metallic 
thread, evocative of both the colours of the Australian flag and domestic embroidered samplers that 
both by different means, demarcate territory. Together, this reading of the work straddles concerns 
raised throughout the thesis of the validity of settler sovereignty and ownership. Barely discernible 
on the surface of the etching is an “X” painted with photo luminescent powder over the area of the 
grinding grooves. This feature of the work becomes clearly visible only in the dark and is utilised as 
metaphor for my inattentiveness to place. The character “X” is also symbolic in literature of 
marking fabled buried treasure on a map. The “treasure” in this work becomes place itself. 
 
The Chapters 
This dissertation has four distinct but interrelated chapters that inform and sustain the central search 
to locate and define, through scholarship and art production, the nature of place and its influences 
on my settlerhood. To accomplish this, I draw on the articulation of discourses of history, social 
geography, philosophy and jurisprudence, and to put the reader in place, each chapter begins with a 
brief account of Lot 3/384. I do this as a reminder that, for all the rhetoric that surrounds it, place 
remains inescapable and experiential.  
 
The first chapter traces an historical timeline of the ideological separation of time from traditional 
place, with Australian colonial settlerhood as an outcome of that intellectual shift. I discuss the 
impact of the three discourses - abstract time, modernity and colonialism on the East Coast of 
Australia where, as with so many places locales were as sociologist Anthony Giddens asserts, 
“thoroughly penetrated by and shaped in terms of social influences quite distant from them.”33 I 
then discus that in order to facilitate settler claims, the now ubiquitous notion of Aboriginal 
                                               
33.  Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity, (Polity Press: Cambridge 1990) 19, accessed 
June 6, 2013. http://ewclass.lecture.ub.ac.id/files/2015/02/Giddens_-
_Consequences_of_Modernity_17388b4f6c76919ffe7817f7751c61fa.pdf. 
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Dreamtime, far from being an innocuous descriptive term for Indigenous cosmology, is a 
destabilization of the territorial place of Other into the realms of the ethereal and non-existent, in 
part to bolster settler land claims and in part because it was viewed through a temporal lens. 
Further, I investigate whether, by ignoring the specificity of new place, the newcomers jeopardised 
a securer attachment to it. I submit the artwork - When the boats come in as a large-scale 
photograph of floating, dreamlike and silhouetted “settler objects”, that reflects settler discontinuity 
with the ordering principles of traditional place. 
 
In chapter two I query the validity of Australia’s common law system as justification for ownership 
and examine whether its tropes are impediments to deeper knowledge of place. I assess the 
rationales and scholarship surrounding the legitimacy of Australian settler possession and 
sovereignty. While we may consider ourselves settlers, the why the question of whether Australia 
was “settled” or “conquered” remains more than a speculative question.  The discussion centres on 
imported definitions of what constitutes the terms “desert and uncultivated” and terra nullius. The 
chapter include examples of Western jurisprudence (Mabo as a specific instance) as it relates to 
doctrines of possession and the rule of settler law. To underscore the complexities of these issues, I 
highlight numerous early colonial eyewitness accounts of Australia that undermine justifications of 
Australia as terra nullius. One of my art works relating to this chapter is titled Settler Jenga-How 
do you play the game? It consists of an edifice of transparent “bricks” that represent the pillar of 
modernity in the process of being built or deconstructed, depending on the viewers’ philosophical 
and partisan perspective. With this work I begin to question the scope for methexical Western art in 
the time of modernity and whether an element of dogma is inevitable in visual art process that 
implicates political history, and what this means for art production and viewing as a tool for 
revisioning settler view of place.  
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Chapter three interrogates what, exactly, in the context of my settlerhood, place is or could be. 
Interests centre around current research on the reemergence of artistic, philosophical, social, 
political and geographical discourses of place and its relationship with space and time as 
cooperative and interdependent but separate components. Lot 3/384 becomes the embodied 
application of these discussions as I attempt to define place at its most irreducible. I explore notions 
of how a more thoughtful settlerhood can consciously reengage with place, as distinct from but 
cooperative with, time and space. The possibility of producing art as a bridge to this goal comes 
into focus, where the artwork has a direct and possibly methexical relationship to Lot 3/384. I query 
whether my artistic processes and productions can shortcut the circularity of justifications for 
ownership to bring fresh insights into ways of thinking about and experiencing place beyond 
common law possession. 
 
This thought creates a link to chapter four, which expands analysis of my art process, and further 
contextualises the work within the broader framework of historical, legal and philosophical 
intersections discussed in the three previous chapters. I engage with the work of other non-
Indigenous and migrant artists working within the fields of Australian settler critique, including 
Hossein Valamanesh, Joan Ross and Will Robinson, and discuss their artistic influence, both as it 
relates my own investigations and to current cultural conditions. Crucial to this chapter is 
speculation of extent to which my practice and its creative yield can be considered agency in 
methexical co-productions of land and viewer/collaborators in the formation of new knowledge of 
settler place.  
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Chapter One 
My time in place 
 
I place my hand into the deepest of the many narrow shield shaped depressions in the rock. These 
are the quotidian by-products of countless sharpened spears and axes that my imagination fills with 
historical meaning over immeasurable time.  The grooves are cool to the touch, even on this warm 
day when the air hangs heavy and fecund. Protected in this clearing they are shaded from the fierce 
Australian sun by the large Eucalypts that grow cathedral like around them (fig.10). It is quiet here 
apart from the background chattering of birds and the occasional lowing of a cow, warning her calf 
of some potential but improbable danger. The nearby creek trickles a meandering path, playing its 
intermittent role as a minor tributary that feeds one of the life sustaining river systems of south 
eastern New South Wales. Other wild life would be close - snakes, koalas, wallabies and wombats, 
the endearing but reviled rabbit, maybe even an echidna or two; but they remain unseen, 
instinctively wary of the threat that I pose. Fragments of woodland detritus catch under my hand - 
leaves, bark and random seeds- all nourishing the inexorable cycle of decay and rejuvenation. 
Apart from the animals, I am utterly alone. Fence lines, visible signifiers of my rights, 
responsibilities and privileges, enclose, protect and restrain me.  
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Figure 11. Large Eucalypt trees surrounding the site of the grinding grooves.  
Image:  Corinne Brittain. 
 
Time as idea detaches from traditional place 
A Western historical timeline that incorporates the impact of the arrival of settler temporal tropes to 
Australia is the subject of this first chapter.  To understand where I am, I need to investigate how I 
arrived at this point. It is a passage that is expansive in its cultural and philosophical reach; yet if I 
ask myself “how did I get to this place?” a significant if convoluted trajectory between the broad 
thrust of Western modernity and my current position emerges.  
 
Modernity and colonisation are interdependent in complex ways. Gillen and Ghosh write that 
“Colonisation shaped debates about modernity, both colonisation and modernisation generating the 
notion of an opposition between modernity and tradition.”34 Tradition implied the local, whereas 
modernity implies a discontinuity from place and past practices, and where the ordering processes 
                                               
34.  Paul Gillen and Devleena Ghosh, Colonialism & Modernity, trans. Devleena Ghosh (Sydney: 
University of New South Wales Press, 2007), 53. 
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inherent in locality become disregarded and gradually subsumed. While for the newcomers’ 
customary connections to homelands were ruptured, the order they introduced was imposed over 
territorial gains.  
 
Commenting on the ways in which modernity transferred cultural tropes from local place across 
distance Giddens says: 
The advent of modernity increasingly tears space away from place by fostering 
relations between “absent” others, locationally distant from any given situation of 
face-to-face interaction… what structures the locale is not simply that which is 
present on the scene; the “visible form” of the locale conceals the distanciated 
relations, which determine its nature.35 
This helped to foster a belief that imported knowledge could be enacted over compliant and 
“discoverable” terrain, which tended, to varying degrees, to suppress local conditions. Those found 
lacking in culturally recognised time keeping technology, for instance, were relegated to an earlier 
stage of human development. Doreen Massey suggests that:  
Spatial difference convened into temporal sequence. Different “places” were 
interpreted as different stages in a single temporal development. All the stories of 
unilinear progress, modernisation, development, the sequence of modes of 
production…perform this operation. Western Europe is “advanced”, other parts of 
the world “some way behind”, yet others are “backward”.36 
Progressive temporality in this context implies a cultural superiority that reduces place-based 
societies to a historical queue, waiting in turn to “catch up”.  
 
The three interdependent discourses - abstract time, modernity and colonialism impacted the East 
                                               
35.  Giddens, "The Consequences of Modernity," 19 
36.  Doreen B. Massey, For Space:  (London; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: SAGE, 2005), 68. 
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Coast of Australia where as with so many places, locales were “thoroughly penetrated by and 
shaped in terms of social influences quite distant from them”.37 Further, I would suggest that that to 
facilitate territorial claims, the now ubiquitous notion of Aboriginal Dreamtime, far from being an 
innocuous descriptive term for Indigenous cosmology, is a deterritorialisation of the place of Other 
into the realms of the ethereal and non-existent. To have a better appreciation of the place-based 
Law the colonists overlooked or denied, I reflect on a book by Tony Swain titled A Place For 
Strangers: Towards a History of Australian Aboriginal Being,38 where he writes from a theological 
point of view about Aboriginal accommodations of the impacts of external cultural and historical 
systems. He takes the position that pre-settlement Aborigines did not apprehend their being in terms 
of time but of “enduring place” and a “plurality of space,”39 where there is no single originary 
location or genesis of Being. In this setting the Law dictates that discrete and specific life forces can 
emerge only from particular sites. Mary Graham, speaking from within the broad commonalities of 
Aboriginal culture(s) makes the distinction between Aboriginal and Western societies where, 
For Aboriginal people, Place is epistemologically and ontologically central to 
notions of actions or intent… Place underpins inquiry in the deepest ontological 
sense, inasmuch as, from an Indigenous point of view, it is the fundamental 
existential quantifier…(while) To most Westerners, inquiry precedes place. 
Knowledge acquisition both defines and supersedes place and that reality is ordered 
and invariant across time and place.40  
Her comment that for Westerners, “inquiry precedes place” echoes Giddens comments, above, that 
suggests Western knowledge is transferrable and so unattached to the specificity and uniqueness of 
place. Prescribed knowledge, applied to place and derivative of elsewhere, subsumes the demands 
                                               
37.  Giddens, "The Consequences of Modernity," 19.  
38.  Tony Swain, A place for strangers: towards a history of Australian Aboriginal Being 
(Cambridge [England]; Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1993). 
39. Ibid., 35 
40.  Mary Graham, “Understanding Human Agency in Terms of Place: A Proposed Aboriginal 
Research Methodology,” PAN: Philosophy Activism Nature, No. 6, 2009, 71-78, accessed 11 March, 2014, 71. 
http://arrow.monash.edu.au/hdl/1959.1/470984 
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of place. As I delve into my own search for the nature and effect of place Graham’s observations 
recur. They become particularly pertinent to discussions in chapter two of my depiction of the pre-
settlement vistas of Lot 3/384 and early colonial observations of the Australian landscape and again 
in chapter three as I attempt to clarify characteristics of settler place, space and time.  
 
Giordano Nanni writes that it was “partly by imagining itself as a time conscious civilization in 
opposition to a time-less Other, that Western Europe staked its claim to universal definitions of 
time, regularity, order.41  Nanni traces the origins of segmented temporality to ancient Babylonian 
astronomers who patterned the twelve months and seven days of the calendar year, models later 
appropriated within Judeo-Christian orthodoxy.42 Benedictine monks in the sixth century, with their 
ritualised asceticism and devotion to divisions of prayer and labour, helped to cement the 
foundations of this strict and ordered temporality. They became, according to Foucault, “the 
specialists of time, the great technicians of rhythm and regular activities.43  Thus enshrined in both 
secular and sacred performative functions, measured time remains a powerful central regulator of 
our existence. Conditioning into temporal rather than place-based systems of being has become so 
ubiquitous in the shaping of our daily lives as to be commonplace and invisible. 
 
Elusive, intangible and co-opted into the demands of modernity, the meaning and substance of time 
both as a “bourgeois, mercantilist and mathematical account of durations as discrete and equal 
segments”44 and as experiential and embodied, have been the subject of philosophical and academic 
conjecture (Bergson 1950; Giddens 1990; Latour 1998; Nanni 2012; Malpas 2014).  Commoditised 
and manipulated time allied to technological progress encouraged disconnection from many of the 
                                               
41.  Giordano Nanni, The Colonisation of Time: Ritual, Routine and Resistance in the British Empire 
(Manchester; New York : Manchester University Press, 2012), 3. (Italics original).  
42.  Ibid., 37. 
43.  Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. A. Sheridan 
(London:Penguin, 1977), 150. 
44.  Dan Thu Nguyen, “The Spatialization of Metric Time: The Conquest of Land and Labour in 
Europe and the United States,” Time & Society 1, no. 1 (1992). 29-50, 30.  
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natural rhythms of daily life, in part to accommodate changing cultural demands, which in turn 
made ritualised time representative of the “civil” in society.  
 
Scholarly evaluations of perceived shortcomings and unfulfilled expectations of the temporal in 
modernity have accompanied these speculations (Giddens 1990; Bhabha 2004; Latour 1998, 
Bauman: 2003). Bruno Latour comments, “I have the feeling that we are slowly shifting from an 
obsession with time to an obsession with space”. He adds that “If, as philosophers argue, time is 
defined as the “series of succession” and space as the “series of simultaneity”, or what coexists 
together at one instant, we might be leaving the time of time - successions and revolutions - and 
entering a very different time/space, that of coexistence.45 Doreen Massey is right to argue that this 
statement “has the flavour of linear temporality and singular movement,”46 so that emergence of the 
spatial is reliant on the temporal. Her comments indicate that although Latour speaks of a shift to a 
greater awareness of space, he has described it in terms of time. To put it another way, he has not 
escaped the philosophical confines of privileged temporality as the basis and instigator of influence 
and change.  
 
In pre-Renaissance Europe, as elsewhere, local conditions were pivotal to the intellectual and sacred 
in society. This persisted until the limitations of contained and bounded place no longer dovetailed 
with the ambitions and ideologies of the powerful ruling bodies of the Church and States. Medieval 
scholars began to dismantle contemporary teachings of Aristotelian concepts that were predicated 
on potential but not actual universal infinity, which confined God’s authority to a hypothetical 
rather than a “real” world.  Christian theologians could not concede to the idea of a God whose 
dominance was restricted to the theoretical, and so it became doctrinally urgent to make his power 
                                               
45.  Bruno Latour, “Ein Ding Ist Ein Thing - a (Philosophical) Platform for a Left (European) Party,”  
Innovation in Science, Technology and Politics (Koln: Concepts and Transformations, 1998), 79.  
46.  Massey, "For Space,"  79. 
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uncontrolled and absolute. Casey, commenting on the limitations of God’s authority over abstract 
rather than “real” place asserts: 
Theologically considered (and everything in the Middle Ages was eventually, if not 
immediately, so considered) this issue amounts to whether God has the power to 
create and occupy space sufficient to surpass the place of the cosmos - in short, 
space unbounded by any particular cosmic constraints and thus ultimately infinite in 
extent.47 
Put differently, it was unacceptable for God’s supremacy to be restricted to abstract, intellectual 
concepts. To maintain and extend authoritative control, it became necessary for that power to be 
made materially real. 
 
The Condemnations were edicts issued by successive Bishops of Paris during the thirteenth century 
to quell heretical writings and were in effect censuring filters to maintain the power of the Church 
through the omnipresence of God. So, to overcome this impasse and restore unfettered control to 
the Divine, in 1277 Bishop Stephen Tempier issued a Condemnation that quelled any doctrines 
limiting God, including His right to “move the world into a different place than it currently 
occupies.”48 
 
                                               
47.  Edward S. Casey, The Fate of Place: A Philosophical History (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1997), 104. 
48.  Ibid., 107. 
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Figure 12. Woodcut depiction of a flat earth bounded by space. 
Artist unknown. Commonly attributed to Camille Flammarion (1842-1925). 
 
In this way God, through the Condemnations, became impervious to discourses that rendered Him 
indivisible from “real” space and place that was now both infinite and divine. In unexpected ways 
authoritative proclamations like these had the opposite effect from intention, accelerating flight into 
intellectual and philosophical possibilities that helped redefine parameters of place and space. Local 
conditions became ordered through time in what Giddens calls the “time-space distanciation - the 
conditions under which time and space are organised so as to connect presence and absence.”49  He 
says that “the primacy of place in pre-modern settings has been largely destroyed by disembedding 
and time-space distanciation. Place has become phantasmagoric because the structures by means of 
which it is constituted are no longer locally organised.50  In part this resulted in the acceleration of 
trade with Middle and Far Eastern countries, conveying superior technologies to the West along 
                                               
49.  Giddens,  "The Consequences of Modernity," 114.  
50. Ibid., 108. 
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with material goods and labour. Gillen and Ghosh write: 
In the Middle Ages new technologies, most from the Middle East and Central Asia - 
the stirrup, gunpowder, firearms, windmills and printing had transformed Europe. 
The pace of technological change was quickening. In the mid 15th century Johann 
Gutenberg’s (1398-1468) moveable type press greatly increased the quantity of 
books and pamphlets in circulation, stimulating awareness of other places and 
disseminating knowledge. 51 
The zeitgeist of the Renaissance synergistically brought intellectual vigour and confidence to this 
arrangement. Europe, a cultural backwater before the 15th century and a “relatively poor and 
isolated quarter”52 became a powerhouse of dynamic global domination. Time management 
strategies were devised to accommodate the changing social needs fuelled by these events, which 
often transitioned from the sacred to the everyday, although the two remain interdependent. Nanni 
says that, 
The rise of mercantilism from the thirteenth to the fourteenth centuries successfully 
introduced a form of temporal materialism that challenged the hegemonic status 
previously enjoyed by the Church’s sacred monopoly on time. In the process of this 
amalgamation “merchant’s time” and “God’s time” gradually came to share the role 
of shaping the dominant culture of time in Western Europe.53 
It was at this juncture that great European imperial thrusts began in earnest, journeying ever further 
from established sites of power and disembedding and transporting the social of the local in the 
process. Giddens refers to this disembedding as a “lifting out” of social relations from local 
contexts of interaction and restructuring them across indefinite spans of time-space.54 The 
consequences of this can still be experienced, and I recall as a primary school aged child in Cape 
                                               
51.  Gillen and Ghosh, " Colonialism & Modernity,"  11. 
52.  Ibid. 
53.  Nanni, " The Colonisation of Time,"  39. 
54.  Giddens, "The Consequences of Modernity," 21.   
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Town, South Africa, and shortly before the mass exodus from the Apartheid regime brought me to 
Australia, the daily boom of the “Noon Gun”. This 18-pound canon is placed high on a hill 
overlooking the city. It brings everyone within its aural radius to a subconsciously instilled single 
point in a colonised temporality, that is, 12 o’clock, midday, Greenwich Mean Time. Then, it was a 
dimly perceived ritual to existence. Decades later however, the notion of a firearm maintaining the 
rhythms daily life in an erstwhile outpost of Empire is layered with the symbolic.  
 
It became obvious that to be truly successful in the place-conquering race, time needed to be 
ordered and invariable across space, so fixing exact locations became essential for accurate 
navigation. The mechanical regulator of place as time (distance) came in the fifteenth century in 
form of the clock. As David Landes says, 
The invention of the mechanical clock was one of a number of major advances that 
turned Europe from a weak, peripheral and highly vulnerable outpost of the 
Mediterranean civilisation into a hegemonic aggressor.55   
The “Great South Land” was one of the last to be occupied by the British. The people colonised by 
the Europeans were perceived as passive communities waiting for cultural advancement and 
progress to be imposed on them. Implicit in this notion was John Locke’s belief that hunter-gatherer 
societies were on the lowest rung of the evolutionary ladder, in an “original” and pre-historic state. 
Civilization, it was assumed, did not evolve without a sense of history. Discourses of scientific 
reason allied to practices sanctioned by the divine were comprehensively imported into Australia 
and elsewhere with, it would appear, little regard to the specificity of place or existing rule of law. 
As an example, explication of John Locke’s Second Treatise Of Government,56 written in 1690 C.E. 
was often cited as validation for colonial acquisitions, if not by direct then by inferred culturally 
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sanctioned “truths”. One such truth stated that by divine decree the tilling of the soil to make land 
‘productive’ secured ownership of it. 
  
Inexorable progress implies that unlike the immutable past, the future is expected to always be 
“new”, or as Craig Ireland says, allied to a “future-oriented temporal dimension.”57 In light of this 
uncertainty, how does knowledge stay intact, and on what does a society base its foundational 
knowledge? According to Ireland, recourse to reflexivity allows a system to turn back on its own 
awareness of history. This he says “induces a sense of continuity that helps bridge temporal 
divergence and … maintains a sense of identity through time”58 (see also Giddens 1990). Ireland 
makes the point that reflexivity does not “reject the past so much as revise it so as to accommodate 
the unexpectedness of an open future.”59 In other words, the aim of a reflexive view to the past is 
not to adapt it to an unknown future, but to keep it in check and a best fit for contemporary cultural 
circumstances. This keeps the future in alignment with the always known and understood, and acts 
as remedy to the new impacting the present in unexpected ways. It allows the future to be, as 
historian Reinhart Koselleck notes, “testimony to a superior truth, itself determined by the passing 
course of history.”60  
 
Without a conceptual basis for time, the Western discourse of history cannot exist. Its tropes are 
enshrined within and through temporality. During the eighteenth and nineteenth century “the past” 
came to be examined in this reflexive way. Gillen and Ghosh write that “partly under the influence 
of ancient historians like Thucydides, historiography in the 18th and 19th centuries began to use 
archives and other research tools to investigate the past critically, not simply to mine it for 
                                               
57.  Craig Ireland, The Subaltern Appeal to Experience: Self-Identity, Late Modernity, and the 
Politics of Immediacy (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 2005), 102. 
58.  Ibid., 106. 
59.  Ibid.  
60.  Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past on the Semantics of Historical Time (MIT Press 1985), 24, 
accessed 11 June, 2014. https://cup.columbia.edu/book/futures-past/9780231127714. 
 33 
stories.”61  This was done according to Ireland, because of the accentuated role that reflexivity 
comes to play in strategies of self-formation in the face of late eighteenth century temporal 
divergence and increased complexity.62 Recourse to reflexive historical knowledge becomes, and in 
large part remains, the order of Australian colonial-settler culture. The first Port Jackson arrivals, 
created in part by the Industrial Revolution, prison overcrowding and the American Revolutionary 
War, were imbued with the essential and defining qualities of modernity; convinced beyond doubt 
of a future that was predicated on a past, and where “civilisation” trumped nature. As Nanni says, 
all colonisers were ambassadors of modernity, “emissaries of Western time-consciousness to the 
rest of the world.”63  Reflexivity that heralds a future based on historical (and thus temporal) 
precedence provides, as will be discussed, a cornerstone of legitimisation to Australian possession 
and sovereignty. Its effects can be seen in the dispossession of Indigenous nations and in the 
countless hectares of land usage based on “a reality ordered and invariant across time and place,”64 
rather than with attention to the demands of new location. For colonists, embeddedness to place, if 
considered at all, inhered in a distant location and not the strangeness of expatriation. Tony Swain 
argues that in cultures where time is privileged, “space itself has in turn been temporalised and 
construed as subject to change.”65  Space in this setting becomes manipulable and open to the 
demands of time. This was one of the fundamental principles of modernity that allowed for 
colonisation over vast distances. 
 
Impact 
The landing of a part of the marines and convicts took place the next day, and on the following, the remainder 
was disembarked.  Business now sat on every brow, and the scene, to an indifferent spectator, at leisure to 
contemplate it, would have been highly picturesque and amusing. In one place, a party cutting down the woods; 
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a second, setting up a blacksmith’s forge; a third, dragging along a load of stones or provisions; here an officer 
pitching his marquee, with a detachment of troops parading on one side of him, and a cook’s fire blazing up on 
the other.  Through the unwearied diligence of those at the head of the different departments, regularity was, 
however, soon introduced, and, as far as the unsettled state of matters would allow, confusion gave place to 
system.66  
Captain Watkin Tench, 1788 
 
Imbued as he was with conventions of his time, Watkin Tench provides a snapshot of the first days 
of settlement that contain striking hallmarks of an imported order imposed on culturally invisible 
place. Clearing land and setting up “home” was an immediate attempt at ordering chaotic place. It 
could be read that implicit in these actions is the desire to rein in the unfamiliar to “accommodate 
the unexpectedness of an open future.67 The mezzotint by Thomas Gosse (fig.12) tallies with the 
account by Tench of the activities of the first days of settlement. Tents have been raised on recently 
cleared land. While the houses portrayed in the background would not be built for a number of 
years after the occasion of depicted events, their inclusion is foretelling. The cow and pig represent 
a new agrarian era for Australia, with husbandry predicated on knowledge of distant place; and 
while official contemporary descriptors by The British Museum of this work states that “a marine is 
questioning an Aborigine” (rt. side) the interaction of the British soldier with his confident and 
upright stance is juxtaposed with the recoiled Indigenous man, suggestive of a meeting of unequals.
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Figure 13. Thomas Gosse, The Founding of the Settlement of Port Jackson at Botany Bay in New South Wales, 1799.   
Sailors and convicts are shown here clearing land for settlement. Native turtles and exotic birds are being killed for 
food. Cattle and pigs have been introduced to stock the new farms. A marine is questioning an Aborigine. At first the 
settlers lived in tents. It took several years to complete the buildings that are seen in the distance. 
Mezzotint, 50.5cm x 61.2cm 
© The British Museum. 
 
In his book The Lie of the Land, Carter talks about colonial clearing of the land as having far 
reaching social, political and economic implications. With the act of clearing, the ground becomes a 
tabula rasa, that is, neutralised, where all previous historical markings are effectively erased. Under 
these conditions a reading of previous signifiers becomes difficult and often impossible as the old 
order is obliterated.68 Further, all the “sign systems” of place from which the Port Jackson arrivals 
drew their usual cultural nuances were missing. Hope for familiarity was grounded in taming hostile 
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and foreign environments into a culturally identifiable norm. This meant constructing place that 
mirrored, where possible, the location from which the newcomers had originated. It would appear 
that there was little awareness that this “taming” effectively ruptured place based Aboriginal 
cosmology. In the more than two centuries since British settlement it has been accepted by some 
sectors of the non-Indigenous community that sophisticated and entrenched societies were present 
at settlement. For the most part however, the notion of place as a possible foundational structure to 
being in the world has remained unacknowledged. 
 
The landing on the shores of Port Jackson heralded a new and privileged order of spatio-temporal 
classifications for Australia. Mechanised and increasingly centralised time detached from place had 
arrived. Nanni writes that within this global dominance “deep ideological currents” contributed to 
the beliefs that the colonised were “not attentive enough” to the regulatory passing of time, and that 
this functioned as a powerful legitimizing discourse for European hegemony.69 
 
New South Wales and national government archives record the First Fleet inventory of goods 
considered indispensable to kick-start the ragtag colony of convicts in a remote outpost. (See 
Appendix A for a complete list). It is a sometimes surprising and comprehensive catalogue that 
includes yarn, a printing press, nails, beads, muskets, greyhounds, cats, and lead shot makers. 
Tamarind and corn seed, brushes, plates, rum and apples are also recorded, as are live chickens and 
rabbits, and sheep and cattle that were collected in Cape Town.  While many of the “essential” items 
are now of historical interest only (candle makers and lead shot come to mind) others like padlocks, 
watches, printing numbers and letters still underpin our material existence. The artwork, When the 
boats come in (figs.13-15) is a large scale digital photograph depicting some of these imported 
items, interspersed with Eucalyptus leaves from Lot 3/384. Included in the image are watches, 
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convict nails, keys, padlocks, cow teeth and a rabbit head (both also from Lot 3/384) beads, yarn, 
crucifixes and a lead shot maker. Captured from above, the items appear two dimensional and 
possibly reminiscent of silhouetted Aboriginal rock “art”, where the negative space delimits the 
image. This evocation was unintentional and closer inspection of the image will reveal that the 
articles are independent of the surface of the ground, rather than contiguous with it. The three-
metre-long digital image is smaller than life size.  
 
  
Figure 14. Setting up Settled...? When the boats come in.    
Image: Corinne Brittain. 
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Figure 15. Corinne Brittain, Settled...? When the boats come in, 2015. 
Digital photograph, 306cm x 42cm 
 
 
 
Figure 16. Corinne Brittain, Settled...? When the boats come in, 2015 (detail). 
 
The photographs were taken at night in a darkened studio to capture the blue glow (a colour said not 
to be used in pre-settlement Australian “art”) from the photo luminescent powder used as the 
physical ground of the image. It was used with the intention that it would disrupt the perspectival 
plane. With minimal visual input to rely on I needed a different way of utilising my tools. Handling 
my camera became a more multi-sensory experience than may have occurred under lit conditions. I 
developed a greater haptic sense of the knobs and dials and listened more carefully for the click of 
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the shutter. After a while the camera became a bodily extension of the performative process of 
creating this work.  
 
Barbara Bolt advances a theory of, not absent light, but a disappearance of ground and perspective 
under the glare of the harsh Australian sun. This ruptures the plane of organisation and creates 
“massive deterritorialisation”, where the resultant mappings are not representational but become 
performative through space and time and in relation to place.70 In much the same way When the 
boats come in is physically enacted in darkness where the aerial perspective of the images causes 
the ground to disappear. This is an attempt through the formal and aesthetic qualities of the process 
to both question how well we are rooted in place and query whether settler Australian sovereignty 
and territorial possessions are as lawfully inviolable as they appear to be. The objects appear to 
hover in a space that is both timeless and, in a sense, placeless, a dreamlike state that becomes a 
metaphor for my own not quite settled cultural circumstance. 
 
Disrupting Aboriginal Place: (Dis)locating the Dreaming Complex   
So acculturated are we to the grip of time that perhaps unsurprisingly, scholarly commentary on 
other ways of being are almost always conveyed through a lens of Western metric temporality and 
reflexive historical knowledge. Academic and non-Indigenous observations of Australian 
Indigenous cosmology of place are often from that entrenched Western perspective, or veiled in 
mysticism, religion and poetics. For instance, anthropologist Nancy Williams writes: 
 Notwithstanding this rich diversity, all Aborigines were hunters and gatherers and 
their societies exhibited a number of shared characteristics. Time was central to the 
definitions of who and where they were, where they had been and who they might 
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become. Like other nomadic peoples, their ties were more temporal than territorial, 
and more sacred than spatial.71  
Mike Donaldson, in at least recognising the possibility of other forms of time, still cites temporality 
as fundamental to Aboriginal thought. He suggests that it was a different but still privileged form of 
time that was at the centre of ritual and daily life. He comments, 
Time, place and people were as one. Time was central to where one was and with 
whom. One knew the time by the place one was in, and by the company one shared. 
It could be equally implied however that one knew the place one was in by the deep 
belonging to one shared with the kinship.72 
In his desire to demonstrate a different order to the pervasive Eurocentric temporal model, 
Donaldson still fails to grasp the prospect of a cosmology where time and history are inconsequential 
when compared to the role of place in Being. Tony Swain takes to task sympathetic attempts to 
“give” Aborigines a (scholarly) sense of time - and implicit history - as amelioration of perceived 
negative timelessness. He writes: 
The assumption that Aborigines have a cyclical time perspective is widespread and 
often to be found in the same works advocating atemporality. The roots of the thesis 
lie in the Durkheimian notion that the human discovery of temporality was triggered 
by the sense of social rhythm.73 
Aboriginal knowledge systems not easily understood are sometimes articulated onto the scaffold of 
white belief systems and religion (i.e. time and Christianity) and given a one size fits all mantra of 
the Dream-time or the “Dreaming”, an interpretation of the Central Australian Arrernte word 
Alcheringa,74 for which there is no exact translation. The use of the terms superimposes a 
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Eurocentric quasi understanding onto incomprehensible or untranslatable Indigenous customs, but 
the effect is more profound: the terms serve to undermine the authority of Indigenous beliefs by 
making them ephemeral and non-empirical. Academic discourse on the function of time in 
Aboriginal cosmology has played a significant role in settler perceptions of it. As Swain attests, 
Indeed, the looseness of academic language must in part admit responsibility for 
both the romantic stereotypes of the “timeless” Aborigines and the hackneyed 
criticism that Aborigines are never punctually “on time”. Faced with this situation, 
other researchers have opted to devote themselves to minimising any claims for a 
uniquely Aboriginal view of time, but in so doing they unfortunately assume that 
Western historical consciousness is the “natural” yardstick against which to measure 
other cultures.75 
There may be idiosyncratic and culturally convenient reasons why these versions of the Dreaming 
complex came to be associated with Aboriginal cultures. Dreams are subjective, non-selective and 
non-reliant on metered and progressive linear time and so need no logical or empirical explanations. 
Identified though this gaze, misunderstood or unknowable Indigenous cosmologies can be 
construed as mystical and so in a sense, placeless. The term “dream-times” was first devised by 
Frank Gillen in his anthropological work on Central Australia. Baldwin Spencer fostered it in 
around 1896 and the two men used it in their joint publications from 1899 (Wolfe 1991(199); 
Humphreys 1997 (62); Healy 2008 (224)). Patrick Wolfe writes that, “once coined, Gillen’s phrase 
took off immediately. By 1900, it had found its way into the writings of European theorists who had 
not been to the ethnographic field but who had encountered it in a number of articles published 
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jointly by Spencer and Gillen after 1896.”76 The terms were quick to be absorbed into common 
vernacular, making them synonymous with being Aboriginal. Wolfe comments that,  
Though introduced into the Australian settler vocabulary through the writings of 
white anthropologists, the Dreamtime has become the central symbol of Koori 
cultural revivalism. In the context of the Australian cultural field as a whole, 
however, the Dreamtime concept encodes and sustains the subjugation and 
expropriation of the Koori population.77 
Couched with expressions of timelessness and partnered with phrases that include “placeless” and 
“wandering”, interpretations of the Dreamtime (or Dreamings) embody concepts opposite to 
modernity’s time ordered “reality”.  Wolfe puts it this way:  
The Dreamtime as pre-contact idyll is lost, whilst, in the potentially more 
controversial realm of the present, dreaming aborigines hover in a mystically 
supported ritual space which does not conflict with the practical exigencies of 
settlement. The two coexist without meeting. Thus the timelessness of the ever-
present Dreaming is actually a spacelessness.78  
It is not a coincidence that the concepts were introduced around the time Freud had written his 
treatise on The Interpretation of Dreams in which he states: 
A reminiscence of the concept of the dream that was held in primitive times seems to 
underlie the evaluation of the dream which was current among the peoples of 
classical antiquity. They took it for granted that dreams were related to the world of 
the supernatural beings in whom they believed, and that they brought inspirations 
from the gods and demons.79 
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Likewise, Herbert Spencer, when elucidating the specific effect of dreaming within so called 
primitive societies, applies empirical difference to dream interpretations between “civilised” and 
“prehistoric” man: 
Thus, the experiences in dreams continually contradict the experiences received 
during the day; and go far towards cancelling the conclusions drawn from day-
experiences. Or rather, we may say that they tend to confirm the erroneous 
conclusions suggested by day-experiences, instead of the correct conclusions.80 
This was published at a time when Social Darwinism was at its zenith. Enlightenment naturalist 
Comte de Buffon hypothesised that dreams came not from the mind, but from “our own internal 
sense” and had little to do with thinking or “with the idea of time”. In dreams, “persons are 
represented who we never saw, and even those who have been dead for many a year, alive”, and, he 
goes on to say,  
The only difference which subsists between us and brutes (savages) is that we can 
distinguish what belongs to dreams from what belongs to our real ideas or 
sensations; and this is a comparison, an operation of the memory, to which the idea 
of time extends. While brutes … cannot distinguish their dreams from their real 
sensations.81 
Explaining (away) Indigenous cosmology in terms of the ethereal, non-tangible and non-
rational has the effect of detaching both the temporal and intellectual and undermining its 
authority by lack and placelessness. This in turn bolsters and substantiates the historical 
aspects of settler laws, customs and practices to reinforce and stabilise a temporal order. To 
put it another way, the cultural and political “no man’s land” of the non-locatable ethereality 
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of the Dreaming complex contributes to beliefs of a land “desert and uncultivated”.  Gaynor 
MacDonald writes that the Dreaming complex is part of a set of discursive tropes which 
“peripheralise, subsume or even ignore relationships constituted of, for instance, economic, 
political, social or legal dimensions.”82  
 
What becomes clear on further examination is that far from being insubstantial, the structure of the 
so-called Dreaming complex, even when purveyed through the language of settler anthropology, is 
that place or Country is the substance of Law (custom, morality, duty) for all Aboriginal cultures. 
Thus, the profoundly misnamed Dream Time should, as Tony Swain argues, be more correctly 
called Dream Place:  
The tragedy of “Dream Time” is not so much the inaccuracy per se, but rather the 
fact that it has blinded us to the realisation that the true significance of the concept 
behind the word is not temporal but spatial.83 
His comments highlight that even with good intent, subverting the Dreaming Complex into 
settler cultural tropes results in an incomplete and unconvincing grasp of what is at stake, 
not least because we ignore the power of place in favour of our privileged and temporal 
cultural template alone. It is with this in mind that I consider, from a settler perspective, 
what privileged place may mean. 
 
Place as integral to being – some impressions 
Many “traditional” cultures, that is, societies that looked to established practices and not 
progressive change as integral to Being have a rich narrative vein of the origins of place. These can 
be traced at least as far back as Babylonian creation fables, initiated by the Amorites as early 2400 
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BCE., 84  where the villainous primordial female Tiamat is subdued and brought into ordered and 
measurable place by her nemesis, the male god Marduk. It is in this conquering process that he 
finds a habitable dwelling place for himself and other gods. In a similar vein, Norse creation 
mythology employs the primordial Ymir, an elemental giant created from the energetic convergence 
of ice and hot air. He is slain by the gods who form heaven and earth from his remains. Swain, 
commenting on a cursory survey of world cosmogonies, notes: 
Not only that they mostly postulate a single primordial event but, correlatively, also 
a single, although often unformed, world substance which the first event transforms. 
All such cosmogonies … situate something ontologically prior to the discrete place-
Event.85 
Unlike Babylonian, Norse and many other worldviews however, place in Aboriginal cosmology has 
no temporal genesis, no “first cause” or “period of creation.86 As Swain says, “Rather than a world 
creation, Aboriginal narratives affirm a multitude of independent place-shaping Events. He asserts 
that all Indigenous cosmology from these “discrete known, observed sites”87 preclude or deny a 
privileging of historical consciousness. His crucial observation is that this is not  “mere historicity 
or timelessness…time and history are not left to decay passively but are stripped of their Being by 
the uncompromising forms of space set down by the Ancestors.88 Instead, and unlike the account of 
modernity where genesis, a creational beginning, is a necessary point of departure to linear 
progress, Swain suggests that “Aboriginal narratives affirm a multitude of place shaping Events 
which allows places to be intrinsically discrete.”89 By avoiding a source of world-matter from an 
originary being (or non-being) Aboriginal traditions allow place to be the fundamental and 
indivisible component of Aboriginality.  It is not that a form of temporality was somehow not 
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experienced; it is more a refusal to intellectually privilege ordered time over abiding and sacred 
belonging to place. Swain writes: 
 If time is shunned, however, space can endure. It is thus that Aboriginal thought was 
not fettered by the Euclidean notion of homogenous abstracted Space, which, since 
the time of the Deists, is well represented, even in Christian theology…The basic 
and only unit of Aboriginal cosmic structure is the place.90 
If it can be assumed that for millennia the privileging of place in a culture collapses time and 
therefore the idea of history in the Western philosophical sense, then all its attendant 
assumptions can be called into question.  
 
Bill Gammage writes that for Aboriginal people there was “no division between Time and Eternity” 
and although he couches the Law in terms of the Dreaming, he accepts that “The Dreaming 
conceives an unchangeable universe, hence free of time.” It also, he says, has two rules - obey the 
Law, and leave the world as you found it. He continues, “the first rule enforces and exists for the 
second. Together they let place dominate time.”91  
 
As already indicated, with the surety of abiding place, other intellectual choices became possible. 
This includes the option of collapsing even deep time. Stanner writes,  
They (Aborigines) placed a very special value on things remaining unchangingly 
themselves… One may say their Ideal and Real come very close together. The value 
given to continuity is so high that they are not simply a people “without history”: 
they are a people who have been able, in some sense, to “defeat” history, to become 
a-historical in mood, outlook and life.92 
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Put simply, the sovereignty of enduring place over time collapses historical discourse, because to 
reiterate, it is intrinsically dependent on temporal progression. Stanner and Swain’s observations 
suggest Australian Indigenous cultures have circumvented stadial “advancement” and “progress”. 
In current Western ontology, linear progression could happen anywhere. It is not predicated on 
locale, because modernity allows place to be disposable and in a constant state of flux – a “standing 
reserve”.93 I would suggest that this relationship to land tends to disregard its experiential power 
and suppresses its intrinsic demands.  
 
Casey comments that to “uncover the hidden history of place is to find a way back into the place-
world – a way to savor the renascence of place even on the most recalcitrant terrain.94 His 
comments implicate a temporal ordering of place, and for Australian settlers “savouring” place 
implies a way to approach a more considered relationship with it. Carter suggests that a means of 
restoring meaning to the conundrum is by getting to know ourselves as other so that,  
Rather than seek by a newly ingenious means to transfer the otherness of their 
ambience into empirical terms, it might take the form of a meditation on the 
absent other of our own history. It might begin in the recognition of the 
suppressed spatiality of our own historical consciousness.95   
The effect of suppressed place on settlerhood is problematic. On the one hand, viewed from the 
densely populated coastal fringe, the mythological “outback” is embraced as the stuff of pioneering 
pride and national identity. The vast, dry geographical heart of the country is relegated to 
imaginings and Dreamtimes, or sometimes to the pursuits of fleeting moments of quasi spirituality. 
The more fertile regions on the other hand are there to be owned and controlled – by squatters, 
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selectors, miners and farmers, developers and suburbanites. Our national anthem is fervent in its 
invitation of “boundless plains to share” but here again, other (any other) is excluded by 
increasingly constricted legal and cultural jurisdictions; and even as the Lockean inspired “wealth 
for toil” encourages the cultivation and excavation of the earth, it disregards both attachment to and 
knowledge of it. Cultural space and place conflate with ideas of manipulable time, imposed and 
entrenched. Stephen Muecke says comments, 
This process of changing Australia’s time by awakening the past, needs further steps 
to be taken that broaden and consolidate the process and, in some ways make it less 
the business of historians and more the business of philosophers… this prospective 
new time line is tied in with questions of justice (claim and sovereignty) meaning, 
ceremony and nationhood.96  
Also, I would add, a more measured response to demands of place. While Chapter 3 will further 
investigate definitions of place, space and time and the indivisible interrelationships that exist 
between them, the next chapter examines the sometimes casual but consequential sovereign 
ownership that was applied to the Australian landmass at settlement and questions its if its abstract 
qualities have dislocated our sense of place.  
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Chapter Two 
Validating Settler Place: Possession, Sovereignty and the Myth of Mabo 
 
I discover that it is usual to find Aboriginal axe and spear grinding grooves in slightly north facing 
basalt outcrops and near running water. Sometimes circular depressions are created nearby, and it 
is thought that these held a ready supply of water to facilitate the grinding actions. This description 
fits well with the location of the grooves on Lot 3/384. In close proximity to them is evidence of 
early settler activity in the form of a small concrete weir and derelict pumping station, their 
material presence distractions from the subtle arcs of the grooves. Local history suggests that the 
Catholic order, The Marist Brothers, were responsible for these augmentations to the landscape 
because records show the Catholic Church owned the property for around one hundred years. The 
Brothers are still active in the area and run spiritual retreats, grow wine grapes and serve 
afternoon teas to the many tourists who pass through the Highlands. In the early 1990s a property 
developer purchased Lot 3/384 from the Church before it came into my possession.  
 
The legal implications of breaching the physical barriers of Lot 3/384 exclude chance encounters 
with the grinding grooves. Fenced off to protect the creek from the damaging effects of cattle, the 
site has become overgrown and a bit run-down. I bring the occasional visitor, unwittingly exposing 
them to the opportunity to “discover” these ancient shapes. Nobody ever does, and so they remain 
spread across the basalt rock in mute witness to unseeing eyes.  I used to imagine this secluded part 
of the property as approximating an “original” landscape - that is, as a glimpse into a pre-
settlement idyll. This Romantic notion is soon dispelled by the gridded, fenced off paddocks rolling 
away to the west that convey embedded settler aspirations with forthright clarity. To the east, less 
than twenty metres from the grooves and just visible through the branches of this untended place, is 
a rusty barbed wire boundary fence. Time has weathered the once upright support posts so that 
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they now lean at precarious angles to each other. Ineffectual for the most part, this decrepit barrier 
is nonetheless a powerful symbol of ownership, order and scientific reason. Even in its remnant 
state it pledges permanence and a future. It demarcates the “legal” separation of Lot 3/384 from its 
neighbour, and only wildlife and the occasional disgruntled cow are oblivious to its common law 
symbolism. By this small margin of reckoning, just twenty metres from the fence line, the site of the 
grinding grooves becomes “mine”. To the south of the grooves and across the creek is a stand of 
Eucalypts that give way to a large open paddock where on many days at around dusk and dawn, 
mobs of kangaroos can be found grazing. I assume that the remainder of the time they are in the 
nearby Upper Nepean Water Catchment (see Table 1) where there is shelter but little in the way of 
succulent food. In contrast to the mostly open paddocks of Lot 3/384 an abrupt rise of dense 
woodland signifies a southern margin of the catchment, a vast “protected” area that abuts other 
catchments north west to the Blue Mountains and Woronora in the south-east. The official Upper 
Nepean Water Catchment website is a treasure trove of facts - it covers over 9000 square 
kilometres that encompasses coal - fired power stations in the north, “pristine wilderness” in the 
centre and rich grazing country to the south. Bush fires sometimes instigated by arsonists have 
become more frequent over the last twenty years, and they rage through the catchment, spewing a 
smoky haze heavy with portent. I now understand that controlled fire is an ancient technology used 
in the care of Country, but before this realisation it would often puzzle me how Aborigines escaped 
the blazing infernos that we witness in these areas of conserved wilderness. For them, “wilderness” 
was uncared for and untended Country where there is no demarcation between nature as we 
perceive it and other types of land. On reading a book by Bill Gammage titled, The Biggest Estate 
on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia97 I realized that where Country is cared for wild fires 
were far less likely, and fire stick farming was a sophisticated and effective tool for land 
                                               
97.  Bill Gammage, The Biggest Estate on Earth: How Aborigines Made Australia (Crows Nest, 
N.S.W.: Allen & Unwin, 2011). 
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management. 98 In his book Dark Emu, Bunurong man Bruce Pascoe writes of early settlement 
accounts of Aboriginal land management around these forested areas and cites accounts by Major 
Thomas Mitchell of the consequences of the end of fire stick burning after settlement, where the 
“bush” was quickly reinstated.99 Where once I would have considered the “untouched” woodlands 
of the catchment as evocative of a pre-settlement landscape, I am now persuaded that it is for a 
large part, neglected wilderness, a standing reserve for the Utopian dreams of modernity. Don 
Watson, commenting on the observations of anthropologist and bushman Alfred Howitt writes that 
Aboriginal accounts and Howitt’s own observations in the 1850s “convinced him that much of the 
dense forest the Europeans were clearing had been open forest managed by Aboriginal cool-
burning regimes.100  I will never know the topographical spectacle of Lot 3/384 prior to settlement, 
but my reimagined vision of practical, open fields with grazing kangaroos is now a closer 
approximation. What is absent from this imagined scene are fences, the symbols of land ownership 
and exclusion that became an impediment to Aboriginal sacred duty of care and belonging. It 
would be 200 years before proprietary Native Title would begin to be recognised under Australian 
common law.  
 
Claiming the Garden Estate 
While the European cultural tropes that broadly assisted the thrust of British sovereignty and 
possession of the landmass of Australia was the emphasis of the previous chapter, this 
chapter further elucidates shifting interpretations of what constitutes claimable territory 
divorced from the specificity of place. Included is a brief historical overview of the complex 
                                               
98.  Rhys Jones, “Fire-stick Farming,” Australian Natural History, 16 (1969), 224 – 228.  
99.  Bruce Pascoe, Dark Emu : Black Seeds: Agriculture or Accident? (Broome, Western Australia: 
Magabala Books, 2014), 116. It reads:  Where a man might gallop whole miles without impediment and see whole 
miles before him…the omission of the annual periodic burn by natives of the grass and young saplings has 
already produced in the open forest lands nearest to Sydney thick forests of young tress…Kangaroos are no longer 
to be seen there, the grass is choked by underwood; neither are there natives to burn the grass, nor is fire longer 
desirable there among the fences of the settlers.  
100.  Don Watson, The Bush (Australia: Penguin, 2014), 12. 
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and interrelated issues of Western notions of land ownership and usage allied to the power 
structures that underpin and support them.  
 
The planting of the Union Flag on Possession Island by Captain Cook claimed swathes of 
territory; it also foreshadowed an imported and all-encompassing order across the entire 
continent. Numerous early colonial paintings, official records and anecdotal accounts depict 
parts of the Australian landscape as distinctively “park like”, but interestingly, very few 
conclude that this is a purposefully planned circumstance. I speculate whether assumed 
European knowledge, applied over place, blinded colonists to more nuanced and accurate 
deductions of their observations.  Further, I examine the contextualisation of the term terra 
nullius within the Mabo decision as contemporary example of common law applied 
comprehensively to place and as an exemplar of judicial protection of settler ownership and 
sovereignty. 
 
The Union Flag with its insubstantial materiality but weighty implication becomes pivotal to 
this chapter as I attempt to clarify through contemporaneous cultural commentary and my 
own my research and art, potential dislocations between the lived settler experience of place 
and its symbols of authority. The findings have a direct bearing on both my ethical and legal 
ownership of Lot 3/384 and my cultural affinities with the character and role of place.  
 
The artwork that emerges from these issues attempts to puncture and unsettle the circular 
rationalisations of a settlement based on imported and adaptable laws that appear to deal 
with place primarily as a function of those laws rather than its own entity.  
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It was William Blackstone who commented that, “Pleased as we are with possession, we seem 
afraid to look back to the means by which it was acquired, as if fearful of some defect in our title; or 
at least we rest satisfied with the decision of the laws in our favour.”101  
 
Peter Read quotes an interview he did with Nugget Coombs102 who comments: 
We have become accustomed to think of our occupancy of the land as legal, justified 
and secure. I think, again, that each of those assumptions can be brought into 
doubt...and therefore if we wish to feel secure, then I think that we have to establish 
justification, the legitimacy of our occupation. And that means the legitimacy of our 
relationship with the original inhabitants, the Aborigines.103 
Because they dovetail with my own concerns, it would be useful to outline a brief assessment of 
Coombs’ assertions of doubt surrounding the justifications, legality and security of settlement. Each 
of these will be more fully investigated later in this chapter. 
Justifications: I have already alluded to some of the discourses of conquest and claim that supported 
rationales of possession. These fed into the political will of the day where assumed superior 
knowledge became pervasive power. Power fed knowledge, and the ideologies of liberal theorists 
were interpreted as best fit for desired outcomes. If there were no recognisable signifiers of 
agriculture at settlement or invasion, then occupation was considered reasonable. Place, says Locke, 
is “Made by Men, for their common use, that by it they may be able to design the Particular 
Position of Things.104 Historian Henry Reynolds writes:  
 
                                               
101.  Blackstone, vol 2 (1823) at 2. Accessed March 7, 2014. 
102. H.C. Coombs (1906 – 1997) was an Australian economist and public servant. He was chairman 
of the Australian Council for Aboriginal Affairs and advisor to Prime Minister Gough Whitlam. He remained a 
staunch advocate for Aboriginal rights throughout his life. 
103.  Read, "Belonging," 13. 
104.  Cited, Casey, "The Fate of Place,"  5.  
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The most popular justification for the settlement of Australia during the first part of 
the 19th century was to refer to the Bible and to God’s instruction to humanity in the 
Old Testament to go forth and multiply and subdue the earth - or as the colonists 
argued - engage in agriculture.105 
Legality: Coombs suggests that we should question our notions of legal occupancy. If it can be 
assumed that two sets of laws operate across Australia, both have intimate links to land and Country 
but function within incompatible worldviews. Aboriginal Law is inextricable from Country or place 
where as Graham points out, localities have a unique voice and all perspectives are valid and 
reasonable. These amount, she says, to “Multiple Places” with “Multiple Logics”106 and further, 
“Place and Law come into the world at the same time. With them come identity, obligation, kinship 
and marriage rules, or the Law of Relationships.”107  Emphasised this way, the differences are stark. 
Settler laws by comparison are discrete, ostensibly separated from theology, political contrivance 
and personal affiliations. Common law is based on temporal precedent applied as a template across 
the doctrines and discourses of a judicial system that in large measure is independent of uniqueness 
of place. Place in our system is often standing reserve, a commodity rather than an ontological 
underpinning. Our claims are vindicated by all of the mentioned validations (and more). Given the 
incommensurate qualities of the two law systems, one place based and state free, and the other 
steeped in common law sovereignty, how are we to escape from the circularity of the argument to 
analyse, as Coombs suggests, the legality of our claims? To provide some insight into the situation I 
examine the High Court case Mabo as an example of the complexities of settler law. Penny Pether 
calls Mabo “arguably the most potentially constitutionally radical, and almost certainly the most 
politically contentious decision of the Australian High Court in its history.”108 Justice Anthony 
                                               
105.  Reynolds, “Dispossession,” 5. 
106.  Graham, “Understanding Human Agency in Terms of Place.” 76. 
107.  Ibid. 
108.  Penny Pether, “Principles or Skeletons? Mabo and the Discursive Constitution of the Australian 
Nation,”  LawTextCulture no. 1(1998):132.  Accessed February 7,  2015. http://ro.uow.edu.au/ltc/vol4/iss1/8. 
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Mason however, termed it a “cautious correction to Australian law.”109  Whatever the perspective, 
this High Court challenge more than any other garnered the attention of both the public and the 
judiciary. The decision meant that for the first time under Australian common law, proprietary 
Native Title was awarded to a small group of Murray Islanders. Given that common law is based on 
precedent the immediate perception in some quarters was that it gave the imprimatur to future land 
claims, and as such became potential threat to all settler land tenure. The effect was to polarise large 
sections of the wider non-Indigenous community and the initial response was often one of anger 
and dismay. Mark McKenna recalls the reaction to the decision by a National Party member in the 
political litmus test area of Eden-Monaro in New South Wales: 
Australian freehold landowners should not be intimated by bogus land claims by 
pseudo indigenous groups… Two hundred and five years of productive tool by 
landowners will not be relinquished without strenuous resistance.110  
This form of hostile uninformed rejoinder to the Mabo decision was not uncommon, only abating 
when it became clear that the judgement did not affect freehold title, which extinguished Native 
Title. In simple, personal terms, my ownership of Lot 3/384 was safe. The Mabo ruling also 
declared that Australia was never terra nullius. These two findings were, to some understandable 
extent, conflated. As will be discussed, the question of whether Australia was inhabited at 
settlement (for instance, was there evidence of Lockean agrarian pursuits and established sovereign 
rule of law?) was not part of the plaintiff’s challenge. The more interesting aspect is that by 
including the consideration of terra nullius in the Mabo judgement, incumbent power structures 
were bolstered against potential future contestations.  
 
                                               
109.  David Ritter, “The Rejection of Terra Nullius in Mabo: A Critical Analysis,” Sydney Law Review 
18, no. 5 (1996): 18.  
110.  McKenna, "Blackfellas' Point," 205. 
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Security of tenure: In her essay, From Sovereignty in Australia to Australian Sovereignty, Raia 
Prokhovnik writes that “the mainstream political discourse in the Australian case takes its 
sovereignty as though it really were an uncontested foundation, and cannot acknowledge its 
conditionality.”111 Questions of sovereignty penetrate the core of cherished settler aspirations, 
belonging and identity and interrogations of its legality despite assertions of its invincibility can be 
construed as an affront to our most valued collective beliefs. Because our law system and indeed 
our economic wealth and social structure is based on possession and ownership, our judicial system 
acts as an irreducible ethical compass. It is reasonable to assume then that any attack or perceived 
threat to it challenges the whole, and by implication, our sense of security (Coombs’ third point). 
Prokhovnik suggests that: 
Without a reflective debate about the meaning of sovereignty in the setting of 
Australian politics, the pragmatic drive of its practices is not enough to sustain it 
when faced with new or newly articulated issues and problems. As a result, it is a 
distinctive feature of Australian political culture that the mainstream discourse 
inhibits engagement in public debate about Australia’s own identity.112 
 
Ownership of an allotted portion of the earth has long been a coveted goal. Robert Ellickson, 
commenting on some of the first known ownership of land in Babylonia (circa 2000BCE) writes 
that there are records of private land sales that included “houses and orchards, field leases and royal 
grants to individuals.”113 For the Roman Empire, conquest and settlement gave the ruling elite 
astonishing power and economic wealth derived from the proceeds of vast land acquisitions.  The 
introduction of law was ruthless and overruled any existing arrangements to secure tenure. It is 
                                               
111.  Raia Prokhovnik, “From Sovereignty in Australia to Australian Sovereignty,” Political Studies 
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113.  Robert C Ellickson  and Charles Thorland, “Ancient Land Law: Mesopotamia, Egypt, Israel” 
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 57 
from this schema that International Law, with the eventual inclusion of the doctrine of terra nullius, 
can be traced.114  
 
In Britain, early land ownership was based on a system of feudalism where the Crown owned the 
estate, which had to be alienated before private ownership could occur. This became further 
entrenched after the events of C1066 when William the Conqueror consolidated royal ownership of 
land. Secher writes that “In the period following the Norman Conquest, the diversified Anglo-
Saxon system of landholding disappeared and the doctrine of feudal tenure of land was 
established…land which lay waste and uncultivated began to be regarded as in an especial manner 
the property of the King.”115 This hierarchical pattern lasted for centuries until circumstances both 
calamitous (the Black Death) and political, when Henry VIII  introduced the Act of Supremacy 1536 
in which he declared himself free from foreign laws. These events triggered a gradual shift in the 
balance of land tenure from monarchical and feudal strongholds to individual rights of 
proprietorship.  
 
Although there was established (if imperfect) lineage in the discourse of European natural law116 
that indicated all human beings were entitled to the bounties of nature, this precluded land 
ownership, which had its own particular peculiarities. Church and State powerfully impacted on the 
legal interpretations of what constituted natural laws of land ownership. Owning land required 
culturally recognisable forms of agriculture - that is enclosures, rows and Cartesian orderliness - 
                                               
114.  Broad scholarship exists on the historical connections between Roman and International law. See 
as an example Arthur (Nussbaum 1952), “The Significance of Roman Law in the History of International Law,” 
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philosophy and reason itself. Importantly, natural laws contibuted to the foundations of our legal systems and 
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derived from personal labour or the toil of those held in sway. This concept most famously comes 
together in the writings of Locke, whose philosophies it could be argued had the greatest impact on 
private land ownership over the course of Empire. His Second Treatise of Government (1690) 
claims that: 
Though the earth, and all inferior creatures, be common to all men, yet every man 
has a property in his own person: this no body has any right to but himself. The 
labour of his body, and the work of his hands, we may say, are properly his. 
Whatsoever then he removes out of the state that nature hath provided, and left it in, 
he hath mixed his labour with, and joined to it something that is his own.117  
He further stated that by the command of God failure to cultivate the soil meant that there was no 
pre-existing title to land. However, if evidence of agrarian pursuits could not be denied, another 
loophole was available to expedite acquisition: if local customs were repugnant, derived from non 
(Christian) believers as an example, then the same rules applied as to empty land. These Lockean 
decrees called into question the validity of the vast tracts of enclosed, private but uncultivated land 
held by the nobility for their personal pleasure. Of interest too, are interpretations of his theories 
applied to the “found” lands of so called hunter-gatherer societies. Gillen writes: “Locke’s 
argument implied that farming land created a natural right of possession, whereas hunting - a 
common pastime for the European nobility …but a vital means of livelihood for many indigenous 
peoples - did not.”118 Ultimately acceptance of Locke’s philosophies validated the acquisition of 
immense regions of “vacant” land for empire building. Gillen adds, “to the debatable extent that it 
formed jurisprudence, Locke’s argument helped actualise the perception that indigenous peoples 
had no rights to the land they occupied” and further, “colonialism did not usually involve the theft 
of land where there were state structures and documented systems of legal tenure…however where 
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118.  Ibid., 95.  
 59 
indigenous populations were small and lived nomadically or by subsistence means, large numbers 
of Europeans often settled permanently.”119 
 
When applied to Australian settler territory, the advantages of this type of hegemonic cultural 
flexibility becomes clear. Remembering that although there were many desired outcomes, Captain 
Cook’s adventurous voyage of 1768 was ultimately a high stakes game of imperial acquisition, a 
land grab for the last sizeable portion of the earth’s terra firma and one that Henry Reynolds 
describes as a “claim of sovereignty over one the world’s great landmasses.”120  On discovery of 
that land, Cook’s orders were either, “with the consent of the natives to take possession of 
convenient situations in the country” or if he found it to be uninhabited, he was to “take possession 
for His Majesty by setting up proper marks and inscriptions.”121 Finding the country indeed peopled 
but not in any culturally acceptable sense, he eventually raised the Union Flag and declared 
sovereignty over the East Coast of Australia. It becomes crucial to the discussion of settler 
possession and sovereignty to note that Australian place was not acquired through the doctrine of 
terra nullius, treaty or conquest. This happened in part because as David Ritter writes, “it would not 
have occurred to the colonists to negotiate because the locals were seen to be intrinsically barbarous 
and without any interest in land.”122  
 
The two images below (figs.16-17) portray the formal moment of Cook’s declaration of claim, but 
from opposing perspectives. The first image (fig.16) depicts a lithograph created from a painting by 
English painter John Alexander Gilfillan, while the other image is Anglo-Celtic/Indigenous artist 
Gordon Bennett’s contemporary appropriation (he termed it “quoting”) of the same painting. 
                                               
119.  Ibid. 
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122.  Ritter, “The Rejection of Terra Nullius,” 1. 
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Gilfillan’s image illustrates the same authoritative “busyness” of the newcomers alluded to in the 
work of Thomas Gosse (fig.12) while two almost naked Indigenous men crouch low on the ground. 
Another man, resplendent in Western garb and thought to be the Tahitian priest Tupaia,123 serves 
liquid refreshment – possibly as a celebratory toast to King George III and his latest territorial 
acquisitions. 
 
Figure 16. Captain Cook Taking Possession of the Australian Continent, On Behalf of the British Crown, A.D. 1770 
Lithograph taken from a painting by John Alexander Gilfillan, circa 1865. 
Image courtesy of The National Library of Australia. 
 
 
                                               
123. Maria Nugent, Captain Cook Was Here: (Melbourne and Sydney: Cambridge University Press 
2009), 34. 
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Figure 17. Gordon Bennett, Possession Island, 1991. 
Oil and synthetic polymer paint on canvas, 160cm x 260cm. 
© The Museum of Sydney. 
In Bennett’s appropriated work of the Gilfillan image, Tupaia is delineated against a black and 
white grid, while key colonial figures painted in “flag blue” become almost fugitive and 
backgrounded in the scene. Though he is not Indigenous to Australia, the saturated colours of red, 
black and yellow ochre of Tupaia’s clothing suggest the colours of the Aboriginal Flag, and 
functions to bring this element of the work into in sharp relief. By splattering paint across the entire 
canvas Jackson Pollock style, Bennett positions the image within both a contemporary art and 
political context where the central prominence of the solitary character of Tupaia seems to reclaim 
the place of Other. The incongruent groupings of elements in the scene collapses the Gilfillan 
fantasy of peaceful settlement replete with acquiescent “natives” waiting their turn to scale the 
civilising ladder of modernity. The grid is a formal element Bennett often used to underscore “the 
controlled order and structure of knowledge systems and learning in Western culture, and how these 
frame and influence perception and understanding of self, history and culture”.124 
 
                                               
124.  National Gallery of Victoria, Gordon Bennett 
http://www.ngv.vic.gov.au/gordonbennett/education/03.html, accessed 8 November, 2015. 
 62 
In Eurocentric legal terms, Captain Cook’s process of claim announced to other European colonial 
powers, that the East Coast of Australia was now “taken”. Henry Reynolds, citing legal historian 
MF Lindley, comments that, “Discovery was adapted to regulate the competition between European 
Powers themselves, and had no bearing upon the relations between those Powers and the 
natives.”125 This lack of recognition of Aboriginal claim is an omission with far-reaching and 
unresolved consequences, as I will discuss later in the chapter. 
 
The Union Flag with which Captain Cook claimed possession dates back to 1606 and was generated 
through the alliance of Scotland and England under James I. The blue and white Saint Andrews 
saltire was joined with the English red and white Saint George cross, but this was a personal union, 
and the two realms remained largely independent of each other. The Irish Saint Patrick’s saltire was 
added in 1801to form what would become the present-day Union Jack.  Its appearance coincides 
with the wholesale usurpation of Irish land by the English Crown in the late sixteenth and early 
seventeenth centuries, and at a time when British colonisation and empire began in earnest. 
 
The insubstantial materiality of political flags often belies their substantial symbolism. Irish 
republicans have used the term Butchers Apron to convey the brutal and unwanted colonisation of 
their country by the British under the Union Jack. Late Victorian English politician and author 
Henry Dupre LaBouchere captures some of that vitriol in the poem below. 
 
WHERE IS THE FLAG OF ENGLAND? 
I 
Let the winds of the world make answer! 
North, South, East, West, 
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Wherever there is wealth to covet 
Or land to be possessed: 
Wherever the savage nations 
To coddle, coerce or scare, 
You may look for the vaunted emblem 
For the Flag of England is there! 
II 
Aye, it waves over the blazing hovels 
Whence its African victims fly 
To be shot by explosive bullets 
Or wretchedly starve and die: 
Or where the beachcomber hammers 
The isles of the southern sea - 
From the peak of his hellish vessel 
The English flag flies free! 
III 
The Maori, full of hate, curses 
With his fleeting, dying breath. 
And the Arab hath hissed his curses 
As he spat at its folds in death. 
The hapless fellah hath feared it 
On Tel el Kebir’s parched plain. 
And the blood of the Zulu hath stained it, 
With a deep indelible stain. 
IV 
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It has floated over scenes of pillage 
And flaunted over deeds of shame. 
It has waved o’er the fell marauder 
As he ravished with Sword and flame: 
It has looked on ruthless slaughter 
And assassination dire and grim. 
And has heard the shrieks of its victims 
Drown even the jingo hymn. 
V 
Where is the flag of England? 
Seek the land where the natives rot 
And decay, and assured extinction 
Must soon be the people’s lot. 
Go to the once fair island 
Where disease and death are rife 
And the greed of colossal commerce 
Now fattens on human life. 
VI 
Where is the flag of England? 
Go sail where the rich galleons come 
With their shoddy and wasted cotton, 
And beer and Bibles and rum. 
Seek the land where brute force hath triumphed 
And hypocrisy hath its lair. 
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And your question will thus be answered 
For the flag of England is there! 
Henry Dupre LaBouchere (1831 – 1912) 
 
 
The Union Jack remains a resolute symbol of British rule on an Australian flag that has had an 
otherwise chequered history. In the painting by Emanuel Phillip Fox, Landing of Captain Cook at 
Botany Bay, 1770, the fluttering red ensign is the dynamic centrepiece to the spectacle, and a 
manifest symbol of British possession. Commenting on the stylistic and cultural symbolism 
employed by Fox in this image, historian Maria Nugent says that Fox “found an ingenious artistic 
device to make this scrappy event seem like grand history and, once again, he has proved himself an 
accomplished history painter.126 
 
 Artist Daniel Boyd (Kudjila/Gangalu man) produced a work titled We Call Them Pirates Out Here 
(fig.18) which is an appropriation of Emanuel Phillip Fox’s work (fig.19). In his interpretation, 
Boyd removed the two Aboriginal warriors, so that the British troops are aiming their weaponry at 
an invisible target. The central focus of both of these images however is again the flag, and while 
Fox used the historically correct Red Ensign, Boyd instead painted a piratical skull onto the Union 
Flag. This flagrant difference inverts meaning and disrupts settler historical tropes while 
contextualising the powerful visual symbolism of flags.  
                                               
126.  Nugent, “Captain Cook,” 25. 
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Figure 18. Daniel Boyd, We Call Them Pirates Out Here, 2006. 
Oil on canvas, 226cm × 276cm. 
Image courtesy of the Museum of Contemporary Art.  
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Figure 19. Emanuel Phillip Fox, Landing of Captain Cook at Botany Bay, 1770, 1902. 
Oil on canvas, 192.2cm × 265.4cm. 
Image courtesy of The National Gallery of Victoria. 
 
Competitions to design a new Australian flag have routinely omitted the Union Jack while retaining 
the Southern Cross.127 Although it could be assumed that a selection bias occurs, it is apparent that 
it is not the Southern Cross, which could be read as sign that is indexical to the existence of 
particular place, but the representation of Union Jack that appears to be the cause of unease.  Recent 
comments on the Australian flag convey some of the controversy that surrounds its symbolism: 
 
You may be interested to know that neither the Australian flag nor the national anthem enhances my 
sense of being Australian. While I accept it may do so for others, the Australian flag simply invokes 
thoughts of the shameful Cronulla riots and offensive bumper stickers that say things like, “Fuck 
                                               
127.  As examples, www.ausflag.com.au, accessed November, 2015. 
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off, we’re full”. I suspect the Australian flag would enable my sense of being Australian to resonate 
more strongly for me and for many others, if it was free of the Union Jack.  
Chris Sarra, Indigenous man and educator.128  
 
As to flags, there’s no question. The Union Jack represents barbarism.129 
Elizabeth Farrelly, Journalist. 
 
The Australian flag to me … I identify it with racism.130 
 Matt Colwell, Rapper. 
 
My own art produced around the Australian flag is more a mediative probing of land ownership and 
place than a judgement of its symbolic tropes. I question whether the permeating presence of the 
Union Jack reinforces attachments to an imported order and negates a more considered view of 
Australian place. Two distinct but interrelated works emerged from these contemplations, Butcher’s 
Apron and The Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession (figs.24-26). The first work, 
Butchers Apron, comprises a digital video of the recreation and decay of a Union Flag. Made with 
Tengucho tissue paper and coloured with pigment, the flag was placed over a set of the grinding 
grooves. I have taken many photographs and video footage of this flag, and occasionally jotted 
down my interactions with it: 
I go down to Rocky Platform to place my Union Flag over a larger set of grinding grooves. It is the 
start of what I hope will be the foundation for some of the art works in this series. I saturate the 
Tengucho tissue paper and with red, white and blue pastel pigment to outline the flag. The 
                                               
128.  Chris Sarra, “2014 Griffith Review Annual Lecture Beyond Victims – the Challenge of 
Leadership,” Griffith Review (August 2014). 
129.  Elizabeth Farrelly, “Gough's Gift - 40 Years on Australian Constitution Still Clinging to 
Outdated Racial Powers,” The Age October 2014. 
130.  “Time Travel, Teaching and the Meaning of Life,”   Q and A (Sydney Australian Broadcasting 
Coporation, October 2014), accessed March 2, 2015. 
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materiality of the work seems insubstantial when weighed against its historical references. It is said 
that this was the flag that Captain Cook raised on Bedanug (Possession Island) in the Torres Strait 
in August 1770, claiming all of the East Coast for King George III.  As I clear the grinding grooves 
of their usual accumulation of leaves and small twigs, a slight breeze threatens to blow away or 
tear apart the flimsy and as yet incomplete flag. I quickly position it over the granite rock, 
massaging the tissue to delineate the grooves beneath and use water collected from the almost 
perfect circular shallow rock depression close by to mix the pigment into a paste. It is full after 
recent rain and I am conscious of using this ancient apparatus for its (most likely) singular purpose 
- as a ready to hand source of water (fig.20). 
 
 
Figure 20. Circular depression near the grinding groves. A set of the grooves is visible adjacent, right side. 
Image: Corinne Brittain. 
 
The flag is not quite where I want it to be. It is misplaced.  Lifting it from its stony bed 
reveals a tracing that throws the grinding grooves into sharp relief (fig.21). I reposition the 
flag and smear more pigment onto the tissue before washing my hands in the rain captured 
water. A swirl of red, white and blue colour remains temporarily suspended before mixing 
and dissipating (fig.22). My recreation of the flag represents cultural inculcation in a way 
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that the grinding grooves never could, here in this clearing where the search for the 
substance of place is most intense. The flag wafts in the breeze and I wonder how long it 
will last, knowing that in what passes for the passage of time it will disappear and the 
grinding grooves, that is, place, will re-emerge. 
 
 
Figure 21. Impression left on the grinding grooves by the Tengucho tissue flag.  
Image: Corinne Brittain. 
 
 
Figure 22. A swirl of red, white and blue pigment in the shallow circular depression. 
Image: Corinne Brittain. 
 71 
My corporeal interactions with this flag in situ have yielded connections with the matter of place 
that would not otherwise have so readily occurred. The artistic performativity, the bodily act of 
process and production, perforates space and forces my settler interaction with the stuff of place. 
The effects of weathering and the specific interactions with the location of the grinding grooves 
disrupts representational configuration, so that when this flag no longer exist in “reality” the 
artwork produced has the potential to continue to unfold into spaces of dialogical negotiation in 
unpredictable ways.  
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Figure 23. Corinne Brittain, Settled...? Butcher’s Apron, 2015 (video stills). 
 
I recorded this area over many months and the edited result is a three-and-a-half-minute digital 
video tape titled Settled...? Butchers Apron (fig.23). A short preview of this work can be found 
online at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JIdEAxLzxeQ or by typing “butcher’s apron” (no 
quotation marks) into the YouTube search window. 
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It is beyond the scope of this research to comment in full but interesting to note that digital 
photographic production presents a dilemma for the indexical in art. Whereas the non or minimally 
manipulated analogue photograph could be said to be indexical because light striking the chemical 
on the film is a direct indication of its referent (after Charles Sanders Pierce’s semiotic ideas of 
relationships between signification and the material world)131, digital photographs and video 
footage comprise millions of alterable packets of data. However, while this may call into question 
the semiotic indexicality of the digital image, I would argue that thoughtful manipulation of the 
information has the ability to more easily disrupt and unsettle the mechanical and representational 
arrangement of analogue photography.  This consideration will be further discussed, particularly in 
relation to When the boats come in, Butcher’s Apron and the work of Joan Ross. 
 
An artwork: Settled...? The Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession 
As I captured images of the deteriorating tissue flag each framed, rectangular section took on the 
appearance of a self-contained vignette. It was not until I panned out to its entirety that the 
“flagness” of the flag revealed itself, but not in a conventional sense because its location, 
materiality and construction interrupted established meaning. Left to the elements the red pigment 
had weathered unevenly and appeared as discrete stains, evocative it seemed, of a residue of the 
bloody if unacknowledged war of claim and dispossession. Each rectangle I viewed through the 
lens became the piecemeal acquisition of Country transformed into settler land. A further work, The 
Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession (fig. 24-26) developed from these contemplations. 
Photographed and then printed in sections onto a white damask tablecloth that I once in used on a 
daily basis for family dinners, it is worn through from many washes. The sections of the grid 
overlap and are roughly stitched together with red, white and blue metallic thread, and there is no 
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guarantee of archival integrity.  Arranged in a haphazard fashion near the grinding grooves, my 
silver platter and ornate “Kings Pattern” carving set are placed on it in a vague but dissonant 
recollection of a simple country picnic. The tablecloth and cutlery symbolise my inescapable role in 
the casual acceptance of rights of possession and sovereignty imposed on taken-for-granted place. 
 
 
Figure 24. Corinne Brittain, Settled...? The Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession, 2016.  
Digital image on damask cotton, metallic thread, silver platter, carving knife and fork. Dimensions variable. 
 
Use of the still popular Kings cutlery pattern was first recorded in the early nineteenth century in 
England,132 coinciding with the reign of King George III (1760 – 1820). The positioning of the 
cutlery on the platter customarily denotes that the diner has not yet finished the meal. Rather than a 
picnic fare, the platter reflects the Eucalypts around the site of the grinding grooves mentioned in 
chapter one (fig.10). Interaction with the platter and the carving set reflects and implicates the 
viewer. The work becomes allegorical of the piecemeal haste of Australian settlement and the way 
the land was and continues to be carved up, first under the authority of King George III and now by 
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the nation – state. The considerable cultural and political authority attached to the iconography of 
the flag is disrupted again by both by its incongruous setting and the coarseness of its construction, 
opening the way to different readings of place and current settler history.  
 
 
Figure 25. Corinne Brittain, Settled...? The Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession, 2016 (detail). 
Digital image on damask cotton, metallic thread, silver platter, carving knife and fork. Dimensions variable. 
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Figure 26. Corinne Brittain, Settled...? The Remarkable Ordinariness of English Possession, 2016 (detail). 
Digital image on damask cotton, metallic thread, silver platter, carving knife and fork. Dimensions variable. 
 
Unread cultural landscapes  
While the lack of fences and hedgerows on the East Coast of Australia signalled an absence of 
agricultural activities to early colonists, of equal significance are eyewitness accounts of an 
openness of country.  Lush pastures dotted with the occasional large tree and a distinct lack of 
undergrowth on otherwise conspicuously fertile soil puzzled the newcomers, because anecdotal 
experience and Enlightenment scientific positivism supported the notion that the topography should 
have yielded dense woodland. Also revealing in these accounts is that “park” is the second most 
common word used by the newcomers to describe Australia after “bush” (from the Dutch term bos 
used in colonial South Africa to denote uncultivated land).133 This signifies as Gammage suggests, a 
visual association with “the parks of the gentry”134 - that is, artificially landscaped tracts exploited 
as private hunting and recreational grounds. In the Whitsundays Cook remarked on land 
“diversified with woods and lawns that looked green and pleasant.”135 Likewise Sydney Parkinson, 
draughtsman to Joseph Banks, in another alignment of pre settlement Australian landscapes with 
those of the British aristocracy reported that “The country looked very pleasant and fertile; and the 
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trees, quite free from underwood, appear like the plantations in a gentleman’s park.”136 At Bong 
Bong in the Southern Highlands and within close proximity of Lot 3/384 (see Table 1) colonial 
explorer and parliamentarian Charles Throsby was given a land grant that he named Throsby Park 
for its very “park like appearance.”137 Explorer John Oxley, taking into account the fecundity of the 
open country in 1822, declared all the land from the Bong Bong Flats to Mittagong “Good grazing 
Country.”138 In still closer proximity to Lot 3/384 Joseph Lycett (c1775-1828) painted View on the 
Wingeecarrabee River, NSW c 1821(fig.27) which resembles an Arcadian landscape as rich and 
fertile as any English estate. Gammage suggests that,  
Some critics assume that early colonial artists romanticised their landscapes, making 
them inaccurate. Certainly artists like John Glover, Eugen von Guerard and Joseph 
Lycett squeezed scenes horizontally to fit more in…but this does not make their 
landscapes inaccurate. Others like botanist Allan Cunningham and surveyors Robert 
Hoddle and Edward Bedwell had cause to be accurate.139  
Painted after he returned to England, it could be conceded that Lycett somewhat romanticised his 
Antipodean adventure, but it is more problematic to imagine any notable artist of this era - talented, 
practiced and keenly observant - would so intentionally misinterpret their subject matter as to make 
it unrecognisable. As Gammage says, “Accuracy is not surprising. Artists were the photographers of 
their day. Why invent a landscape that viewers might know was false, when the original was so 
novel?”140 He also notes that as evidence of sophisticated land management mounted, farmers “put 
increasingly tougher definition hurdles in the way of what people did in 1788.”141 He gives a good 
account of the ever-narrowing assumptions and prejudices that enhanced the odds of favourable 
outcomes for colonial land acquisitions. It would give optimism to think that more than two 
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hundred years of embodied settlement would yield an informed awareness amongst academics of 
prior occupancy, yet in a generalisation in 2000 historian David Horton whose appropriated image 
of Norman Tindale’s map of Aboriginal Language Groups (figs.28&32) is in wide circulation, 
suggested that Australia was “the only continent in which there was no indigenous agriculture.”142 
More recently in 2014 and speaking before the Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, Prime 
Minister Abbott described Sydney thus: “As we look around this glorious city, as we see the 
extraordinary development, it’s hard to think that back in 1788 it was nothing but bush.”143  
 
 
Figure 27. Josef Lycett, View on the Wingeecarrabee River, 1824. 
Hand coloured aquatint etching from copper plate, 23cm x 33cm. 
© The National Library of Australia. 
 
Less than a hundred years after settlement it became apparent that Australia’s future was to be 
based “not an agricultural but a pastoral country and dispersion (of settlers) is essential to its 
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prosperity.”144 Squatting overwhelmed Colonial Office attempts of contained and measured land 
usage through administratively issued grants and leases. Paul Carter suggests that, “the land so 
unknowingly trespassed by settler explorers, carpet baggers and free convicts became a rapacious 
quest for land as an “object of desire.”145  
 
 
 
Figure 28. Corinne Brittain, Terra Australis (incognito) 2010. 
Etching, sequins and ink, unique state, 125cm x 135cm. 
 
If it is accepted that our possessions are based on doctrines of uninhabited wasteland, I question the 
substance of this claim in light of these countless colonial eyewitness accounts of Aboriginal 
agrarian pursuits. Specifically, how well do these early anecdotal and official colonial recordings 
tally with Locke’s concept of making the earth bountiful as rationalisation of ownership? The 
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pursuit of new territory could only be morally and legally palatable if a veneer of terra nullius could 
be applied to entrenched and prior occupancy. Further affirming this generalised non-seeing of 
humanly altered landscape is Carter’s assertion that personal property as an extension of selfhood is 
a “critical a priori in engineering the ground’s disappearance.”146 He states,  
How could the “I” of autobiography lay claim to a distinct identity if he could not 
stand erect, clear-cut against a landscape (as he might appear in Gainsborough’s full 
length portraits)? In order for him to possess a statuesque and imperturbable 
uprightness …he must inhabit a park-like world where the lie of the land has been 
recomposed.147  
The portrait of Gainsborough’s Mr and Mrs Andrews (fig.29) becomes a case in point, where the 
confident gaze of the foregrounded couple is projected in sharp relief against lush agricultural 
pastures that roll into infinity, suggesting tamed land through which they are able to stroll 
unimpeded. The landscape becomes again a “standing reserve” and as such the image, enframed 
and representational, is an ordered schema of culturally derived and well understood European 
signs and symbols. This would have been particularly so in the era in which it was painted. 
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Figure 29. Thomas Gainsborough, Mr and Mrs Andrews, c1750 
Oil on canvas, 69.8cm x 119.4cm.      
© The National Gallery, United Kingdom. 
 
Artists depicting the Australian colonial condition were more likely to place the figure in scale with 
the landscape as in Lycett’s work, The residence of John McArthur Esqre., near Parramatta (fig. 
30).  Painted almost seventy-five years after Gainsborough’s self-assured pair in the image above, 
the couple in this painting are also able to walk unimpeded across “tamed” landscape, and although 
settler occupation of the land is evident in the fencing, substantial homestead and smaller cottages, 
the scale gives at equal prominence to the country. The viewer is not privy to the demeanour of the 
couple but the ease in which they stroll makes it possible that, as Carter comments, they have 
embraced ownership of the land as an extension of selfhood. 
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Figure 30. Joseph Lycett, The residence of John McArthur Esqre. near Parramatta, New South Wales [Elizabeth 
Farm], c1823. 
Watercolour and gouache on paper, 17.7cm x 27.8cm. 
© The National Library of Australia. 
 
The ambiguity of the processes of possession and ownership of land may act as a further barrier to 
settler interactions with place. Peter Read quotes South African Nadine Gordimer as she grappled 
with the conundrums of settlerhood in her own rapidly changing country. She speaks for people like 
herself, “who think almost too much about the whole business and hope to arrive at an honest 
answer, without self-pity for the whites or sentiment about the blacks.”148 In a similar vein Read 
comments that, “I belong but I do not belong; I seek a solemn union with my country and my land 
but not through Aboriginality; I understand my history but it brings me no relief.”149 Citing crown 
land that is without Indigenous claimants, he ponders, “… why can’t I, and all of us, just say and 
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feel that part in our sense of belonging and identity is bound in Cowan Creek?”150 While there can 
be no conclusive answers to this question, there are guideposts to indicate why this is troublesome, 
and may include our reliance on a law system that prioritises commoditised and transferable 
ownership of place. Henry Reynolds in conversation with Read about rights to land claims may also 
provide a clue when he suggests that, “while feelings are important it is the law on which our 
society is based. It’s not their (Aboriginal) culture but our system, which says if you had legal 
rights, you still have them.”151 Peter Goodrich writes of the exclusion of personhood and humanity 
in the letter of the (common) law when he comments, “It has been my experience...that the faith or 
dogma of law, its distance from subject, person or emotion, is precisely what precludes the dialogue 
or the attention to singularity which justice or ethics requires.”152 This matter of “distance from 
subject, person or emotion is, as is so often the case, the antithesis of the Aboriginal worldview 
where, to quote Mary Graham, “the inseparability of the concomitant and simultaneously being of 
Law and Place also brings the Aboriginal Law of relationships.”153 Stephen Muecke writes that:   
Indigenous knowledge of country… is extensive, rich and elaborate. I mean that 
knowledge is not limited to the functional or simply to that which surfaces for 
physical survival; it builds into specifically situated and literally wonderful cultural 
complexes…But because the approach of Enlightenment knowledge necessitates a 
more didactic approach, when anthropology, history and literature show up they tend 
to reduce their appreciation to, for instance, two important reifications: society and 
the word.154 
This didactic approach underscores early colonial records of the landscape at settlement tabled by 
Gammage and others, and my assumptions of the pre-settlement vista of Lot 3/34 and its environs. 
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Conversely, the locatedness of knowledge Muecke refers to is reinforced by Malpas’ suggestion of 
knowledge as home when he says that real meaning of “home” in the discussions of place, self and 
identity is knowledge expressed by the region in which one’s life is established and defined.155 
 
Typing the co-ordinates -34.461299, 150.530984 into an internet search engine will (depending on 
the speed and availability of connection to the world wide web) instantly reveal the geographic 
location of the Upper Nepean Water Catchment very near Lot 3/384. This representational data 
effectively collapses place, space and time to a set of scientific facts - topography, rainfall, and 
political structures, known mineral resources, general land usage and so forth. What cannot be 
experienced from these details is a non-derivative spirit of place, what Tim Cresswell calls a “pre-
scientific fact of life, a way in which we experience the world.”156 He adds that to think of an area 
of the earth as a rich and complicated interplay of people and the environment – as place – is to free 
us from thinking of it as facts and figures.157 While his evaluation of place again seems to invoke 
social space rather than the irreducible but interdependent entity of place, his notion of experiencing 
it through pre scientific fact, that is without empirical presupposition of “what should be” rather 
than “with what is,” draws parallels with a methektic mode of thought.  
 
During the early colonial period the inability to see or accept the evidence of a carefully managed 
land arose from cultural assumptions that disregarded the observed and experiential; and although it 
would have been (and I maintain still is) challenging for settlers to read the landscape as the 
Aboriginal cultures did (and do) it is ironic that unshakable belief in Enlightenment positivism 
blinded them to the empirical evidence of tended “landscape”. Imported knowledge, theory and 
“scientific facts” overruled the sensory evidence of place and space. It seems apt to reiterate 
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Graham’s assertion that for the newcomers, “reality is ordered and invariant across time and 
place.”158 This thought pattern obstructed what could be the logical deduction - land appeared 
tended because it was. If the reality of these misread landscapes was overlooked because it did not 
tally with the “facts”, I query how dependable knowledge of place can emerge from these 
foundations. To further consider this I examine the High Court case of Mabo with respect to our 
claims to sovereignty and possession of place. 
 
Settled or Conquered?  In truth, a murky sovereignty ensues 
I guess our country owes its existence to a form of foreign investment by the British government in the then 
unsettled or, um, scarcely settled, Great South Land. 159 
        Tony Abbott, Australian Prime Minister, July 2014  
 
Sovereignty of the State is above all else, including struggles to enclose and enshrine it, a 
recognisable but always evolving idea “reformulated periodically to fit the demands and exigencies 
of specific historical periods or episodes.”160  Its rules are culturally entrenched and generally taken 
on trust rather than through constant reassessment. It forms an invisible framework around which 
we have constructed our collective moral compass, identity and sense of security. Robert Jackson 
says, “sovereignty is part of our common-sense understanding of politics and law, although we may 
not always be fully aware of that.”161 As such there is a vested interest in maintaining a stable and 
inviolate ethicality around its discourses. Any reformulations of the base structure must necessarily 
be modelled as a “best fit” that preserves the integrity of the whole. This supports the notion of a 
constant, orderly sovereign space through time and is a risk management strategy against the 
inherently unpredictable and liminal unfolding of inexorable change. It is in effect a future proofing 
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against the progressive contingencies of modernity. This form of sovereignty rarely considers 
unique place as a determining factor in the shaping of its structure and as with the rule of law, 
shifting cultural validations for sovereign claim over the land accompanied British territorial 
acquisitions.  
 
In Australia the two, possession and sovereignty, are often conflated but they are distinct entities.  
In the eighteenth century it was usual for European powers to assert sovereignty by 
conquest/cession or less often by occupation of uninhabited land, where it became known as 
settlement. Under the conditions of the first, the laws can be changed but occupation must be 
negotiated. With claim of settlement however, no prior law can exist since the land is “empty” and 
its reception is coexistent with occupation.162 As non-Indigenous Australians we often and in 
contradistinction to overwhelming historical evidence, consider ourselves to be peaceful settlers 
rather than usurping conquerors and where the vagaries of the land itself were seen as the greatest 
obstacle to overcome. History it would seem, has deprived us of domestic battles and victorious 
heroes. Denied too are the ratified if problematic treaties with “Indian” or Māori chiefs; no 
symbolic Dutch laager encloses and protects a transparently hard fought and won “opening up” of 
frontiers to settlers as it does in South Africa, whatever the subsequent failings. No recognised civil 
war paves a bloody rite of passage to honourable and earned nation building; and the current 
cultural climate holds no hint of political agitation for independence from monarchy. Rather, we are 
asked to confer the spirit of national character in the spectacular failures of wars fought thousands 
of kilometres away from embodied place and to revere the blood of our countrymen spilt in genius 
loci of foreign soils. Stephen Muecke writes that: 
Death is at the heart of the formation of the nation, in as much as Nation is an entity 
that emerges from statehood. States can be set up as political entities but they only 
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become nations through the magical or spiritual agency of death…This is why the 
sacrifice at Gallipoli is a crucial nation-forming narrative for Australians.163 
Notions of peaceful settlement persist in the face of voluminous corroborations of frontier violence 
and countless thousands of deaths that signal a history to the contrary. Comprehensive authorship 
exists on whether these events were considered war, genocide or murder (Conner 2002; Bottoms 
2013; Reynolds 2006, 2013) but the ramifications of these interrogations are often lost in a willing 
forgetting of our past. Killing bloody and steeped enough to form the stout heart and soul of any 
nation has occurred and is ours for the remembering if recognition of it is what is at stake in 
securing our place. As I struggle to understand how my ownership of Lot 3/384 relates to my 
understanding of it, history would have me believe that it was “unallocated” and so procured by 
entirely peaceful means. I sense that this circumstance has impacted on my sense of how to be in 
(this) place. 
 
The long shadow of terra nullius and the myth of Mabo 
Definitions and discourses around the term terra nullius have nourished validations of imperial 
entitlement. This elusive term was adopted into international jurisprudence from classical Roman 
Law but significantly for Australia it was not formally integrated into British common law, so I 
came to question how it become part of our everyday parlance. Analysis of the lead up and 
outcomes of the landmark Mabo court case offers indicators of the legal ambivalences of our 
sovereign claims to Australia as terra nullius. While there is a slew of legal assessments of the 
judgement (including Sharp 1996; Nettheim 1998; Strelein 2009; Pether 1998) this dissertation 
draws in large measure on an essay by David Ritter titled The Rejection of Terra Nullius in Mabo: 
A Critical Analysis.164 His dismantling of the Mabo decision occurs from within its own judicial 
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discourse. It is worth noting that Penelope Pether says that the decision: 
Ethically and legally - necessitated a rejection of the other key legal effect of 
colonisation justified by the doctrine of terra nullius: that exclusive sovereignty over 
the lands in question was also acquired at colonisation. That is, that there is no logic 
other than a logic of power behind the High Court’s selective “reading down” of the 
effect of its revision of the common law.165 
Ritter argues that while uninhabited land under International Law was initially and 
uncontroversially termed terra nullius, “over time international law jurists expanded on the 
categories of territories that were “terra nullius” to include certain types of inhabited territory.”166 
He further states, 
Each expanded version expressed the right, under certain circumstances, of the 
European colonial powers to seize territory inhabited by indigenous people, on the 
basis that these people did not conform to European cultural norms.167 
This sanctioned deeply subjective interpretations of land available for occupation, so historical 
definitions of terra nullius have included land that was “practically unoccupied,”168 and 
uncultivated, or if its indigenous inhabitants were not “civilised or not organised in a society that 
was united permanently for political action.”169 In 1651 philosopher Thomas Hobbes asserted that if 
a land was without sovereignty (that is, culturally sanctioned sovereignty) it could be considered 
uninhabited. Further land that was not enclosed, had been abandoned or could not be defended was 
also deemed vacant.170  These deliberations did not apply to the “natural” playgrounds of 
aristocratic and noble estates, or the vast royal untamed forested tracts of Europe.  Many of these 
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advantageous political determinations of terra nullius were not available in Britain however, where 
the term “settlement” is its approximate counterpart in common law. Secher: 
At common law, the only category of land that could be acquired by settlement was 
land that was found to be “desert and uncultivated”. However, just as categories of 
land that were terra nullius under international law were expanded to embrace 
certain inhabited land, “desert and uncultivated” land under the common law was 
expanded to include land that was inhabited. Indeed, the extended meaning of 
“desert and uncultivated” was a result of the common law’s acceptance of the 
international law doctrine of terra nullius.171 
William Blackstone stated that of necessity sovereignty must come from one supreme, irresistible, 
absolute and uncontrolled authority. This, underscored by his claims that territory could be annexed 
if it was “desert and uncultivated” endorsed Australia as settlement under God and King. David 
Ritter observes that: 
Despite the regularity with which “terra nullius” has been bandied about since 
Mabo, uncertainty exists about the precise meaning of the term. This confusion 
exists because the term has both narrow and expanded meanings; is an international 
law doctrine yet is often equated with its common law analogue; and has been 
subject to sloganisation and careless misinterpretation.172 
It could be speculated that a had there been a willingness to identify incumbent sovereignty or 
evidence of orderly agrarian pursuits at establishment of the colony, our contemporary social spaces 
would be somewhat different. Instead, the official judicial but retrospectively applied doctrine is 
that this country was not acquired by conquest (that is, war – where in the initial stages some local 
laws may have applied) or cession (treaty and negotiation with recognised sovereign nations). It 
was “settled” as unoccupied territory. Settlement in the absence of any other recognised laws and 
                                               
171.  Secher, "Aboriginal Customary Law," 30.  
172.  Ritter, “The Rejection of Terra Nullius,” 7.  
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unlike conquest or cession, allowed the wholesale and immediate application of British common 
law and ownership. The question of exactly how this came into effect was not at issue until a 
landmark court case (Cooper vs Stuart 1889).173 Cooper (plaintiff) as successor to a land grant 
issued under Governor Brisbane in 1823 argued that the grant could not as had been stated, be 
reclaimed, because it was contrary to the law against perpetuities where control of that property was 
relinquished on release of it. The defendant, Stuart, argued that this law was at the time of the grant 
not part of New South Wales legislature. When the matter came before the highest judicial 
authority, the Privy Council, Lord Watson affirmed that New South Wales had been regarded as a 
“tract of territory, practically unoccupied, without settled inhabitants or settled land, at the time 
when it was peacefully annexed to the British dominions.”174 In other words, by this retrospective 
application of British common law, Australia was legally classified as “desert and uncultivated” - 
that is settled within the equivalent definition of a terra nullius, although the term was not used in 
the findings. 
 
 It would prove significant that as David Ritter says, while Aboriginal people were treated as having 
no common law rights to traditional lands, neither was it declared that they did not possess these 
rights.175 He attributes this oversight to “discourses of power” where “apparently natural social 
structures” privileged ruling interests whose social legitimacy relied on “value-neutral truths” and 
where the ruling classes define these “truths”.176  Foucault says of truth that it is linked to a circular 
relation within systems of power where the powerful in a society determine what is true and 
legitimate, with the result that the existing social order is perpetuated and legitimised.177  As Ritter 
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175.  Ritter, “The Rejection of Terra Nullius,” 9. 
176.  Ibid. 
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suggests, “Power defined truth. Truth legitimated power.”178 Anthony Padgen notes that possession 
and sovereignty were acts that established relationships between persons and their external and 
social worlds. Those who failed to develop nature’s potentiality could not be counted as true 
persons, and so could not possibly establish such relationships.179  
 
In 1963 two beautiful Yirrkala bark petitions180 (fig.31) were drafted by members of the Yolngu 
people in response to increasing encroachment of mining on their traditional lands. The claim 
asserted that Native Title had not been extinguished at settlement. This was the first legal debate 
about whether Aboriginal people had common law rights of land tenure and ownership. 
Recommendations for compensation to the Yolngu people from a House of Representatives Select 
Committee were ignored. The petition was then taken to the Northern Territory Supreme Court. It 
became the landmark Gove Land Rights case (Milirrpum vs Nabalco Pty Ltd). 181 
                                               
178.  Ritter, ““The Rejection of Terra Nullius,” 13 
179.  Anthony Pagden, The Burdens of Empire: 1539 to the Present (Cambridge University Press, 
2015), 139. 
180.   In strict legal terms these are not petitions since they have never been presented to Parliament. 
For more information see: http://aiatsis.gov.au/collections. 
181.  Milirrpum v Nabalco Pty Ltd, (1971) 17 FLR 141. 
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Figure 31. Petitions from the Yolngu people of Yirrkala proclaiming Customary Title in Law images in Gamatj and 
English, August 1963. 
Stringy bark, paper, ochre, pipe clay, charcoal, 46.9cm x 21 cm (each). 
On permanent display, Parliament House, Canberra. 
 
When the sole presiding judge, Justice Blackburn, was presented with substantial proof of long, 
stable and lawful pre-settlement habitation of the area he affirmed the supporting corroboration, 
finding that in fact: 
The evidence shows a subtle and elaborate system highly adapted to the country in 
which the people led their lives, which provided a stable order of society and was 
remarkably free from the vagaries of personal whim or influence. If ever a system 
could be called “a government of laws, and not of men”, it is that shown in the 
evidence before me.182 
                                               
182.  Milirrpum v Nabalco Pty Ltd (1970) 17 FLR 141 at 267 (Blackburn J). 
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While Blackburn J admitted prior and lawful occupation on land that had been claimed as “desert 
and uncultivated” he nevertheless ruled against Yolngu claims, asserting that the matter was “one 
not of fact but of law.”183 To put it another way the “truth” of the matter was not admissible because 
it undermined sovereignty and the rule of settler law. Commenting on this outcome David Ritter 
notes that while the truth had changed, Milirrpum vs Nabalco revealed that the law had apparently 
remained “locked into the concepts imported with the first settlers and dropped on the sail at 
Sydney Cove.”184 Further he says, “This was a legal fiction both because terra nullius was not part 
of the British rule of law and Australia was clearly inhabited.”185 There was extensive national and 
international condemnation of Justice Blackburn’s ruling. It became clear that historical truths and 
the law had disassembled. This precipitated a hermeneutic crisis in the Australian judicial system, 
for how can the moral and legal stability of nationhood and sovereignty (and thus national identity 
and justifiable tenure) exist without the integrated and unassailable symbiosis of these discourses? 
David Ritter: 
This was a discursive crisis that questioned the very legitimacy of the Australian 
nation state itself, because the monolith, which is Australian society and its 
prosperity, had been erected on Aboriginal dispossession. The Australian colonies 
had been founded on the legitimacy of the discourse of terra nullius but after 
Milirrpum, that discourse was revealed to be thoroughly discredited. What then was 
the legitimacy of white settlement and of the assumptions that underpinned the 
identity of the Australian nation? What chance was there for Australia to continue to 
see itself, as, by definition a just society?186 
In 1979 Sydney erstwhile barrister and Wiradjuri man Paul Coe applied to the High Court to argue 
that any proclamations of Australia as terra nullius were wrongfully instituted because at the time 
                                               
183.  Ritter, “The Rejection of Terra Nullius,” 14. 
184.  Ibid., 16.  
185.  Ibid. 
186.  Ibid., 20. 
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of the claims “it was occupied by the sovereign aboriginal nation.”187 This was the first time that the 
term terra nullius was used in any Australian court. The case was dismissed, the judges arguing that 
matters raised by the plaintiff were unarguable, in part because the supreme authority of the 
Australian nation-state and its laws were deemed inviolate and nonjusticiable. Rather than resolving 
the “crisis of truth”188 invoked by the Gove Land Rights case, it highlighted the growing chasm 
between truthfulness and the legitimacy of Australian settler sovereign claims. Ritter suggests that 
Coe vs. Commonwealth marked the “zenith of the rupture caused by Milirrpum between truth and 
power within the Australian legal discourse.”189 
 
In 1992 the Australian High Court case of Mabo overturned the doctrine of terra nullius and 
instigated Native Title. However, the two outcomes are not judicially dependent, and the argument 
advanced by the plaintiffs was one of enforceable proprietary title of long held possession (in 
common law terms) for the Meriam people, not whether Australia was terra nullius at settlement. So 
why was it introduced into proceedings at all? Unlike ownership/belonging laws for the majority of 
Aboriginal nations, land tenure in the tiny Mer Islands, annexed to Queensland in 1879, is private 
and systematic and with an unbroken chain of title. The small, cultivated plots are inheritable 
through oral customs and a recognisable form of land tenure allied to a profound belonging to place. 
Extant documentary evidence of this type of private ownership made it a propitious choice for a test 
case of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander common law land rights. Although the plots are in 
general not cadastral in the European sense, boundaries (although not always uncontested) once 
agreed, are strictly observed. Murray Islanders drew up for the court the limit of villages and garden 
plots and made it known that for them gardening is an important duty of care. Murray Island Law 
(also Malu’s Law) “entreats them to cultivate and conserve land and its produce and keep their 
                                               
187.  Coe v Commonwealth [1979] HCA 68, accessed November, 2013. 
188.  Ritter, “The Rejection of Terra Nullius,” 15.  
189.  Ibid. 
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hands and feet off land belonging to other Murray Islanders.”190  Six of the seven members of the 
High Court who presided over the Mabo case agreed that Native Title existed under Australian 
common law. The plaintiff’s argument axiomatically made no mention of whether Australia was 
“desert and uncultivated” at the time of the first permanent British boat arrivals. Nevertheless, in the 
summing up of Mabo, an inordinate number of philosophical, historical and ethical rationalisations 
are made for the use of the doctrine of terra nullius as justification for Australian settlement. The 
term is used around fifty times in the eighteen pages of the decision, even though it was “close to 
doctrinally irrelevant to the case.”191 Much of the analysis is given over to the reasons why 
Australia, though inhabited, was considered terra nullius. This included the doctrine under 
International Law of the benefits of “Christianity and European civilisation.”192 Also cited was an 
ideology advanced in the eighteenth century by Swiss philosopher Emer de Vattel that new 
territories could be claimed by occupation if the lands were uncultivated. Here, Europeans had a 
right to bring lands into (culturally endorsed) production if left “uncultivated” by the Indigenous 
inhabitants.193 
 
A lack of identifiable agrarian pursuits was just one spoke in the wheel of self-vindicated settler 
acquisition of land, but this claim without the rule of sovereignty and the right to make laws for the 
new colony was an incomplete and unworkable strategy. As a consequence, it was stated that if 
local cultural customs were so alien from the imported order as to be unrecognisable as law (how 
keenly were they sought?) then entrenched sovereign rights were denied.  
 
One outcome of the Mabo decision was to allow the transference of the discourse of terra nullius 
from International Law into Australian common law, allowing the judges to perform a delicate act 
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191.  Ritter, “The Rejection of Terra Nullius,” 18. 
192.  Mabo and Others v Queensland (No 2), 33. 
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 96 
of edifice reconstruction. This shoring up of our foundational laws was critical to repairing the 
discursive rift caused by Milirrpum.  Once the High Court had assembled the capricious doctrine of 
terra nullius, it then thoroughly dismantled it so that the “facts” were once more supported by and 
integrated into the law. Under this circular argument power and truth were brought into 
contemporaneous realignment in a dance of smoke and mirrors that Ritter says, “re-legitimated the 
political economy and moral foundation of Australian society and nationhood.”194 Two thoughts 
occur: is this decree from our nation’s highest legal authority any different in principle from Bishop 
Tempier’s Condemnations of Aristotelian teachings (chapter one) that shored up powerful 
hegemonic structures? Also of significance is whether this convenient readjustment of our legal 
system fosters less rather than more dependable Australian settler understandings of place. For a 
judicial system to function well it must be inviolate and reliable, a reflection of society and the way 
it wishes to conduct itself. What then, is to be made of the integrity of attachments to place if 
sovereign possession is undermined through its own machinations? 
 
To summarise Mabo as it relates to Australian settlement: 
• British common law did not provide precedent for the automatic reception of sovereign rule 
where new settlement (colonisation) co-existed with prior habitation, so an International 
Law term (terra nullius) was “borrowed” and circuitously applied. This allowed land that 
was seen as “desert and uncultivated” to be deemed terra nullius and therefore without pre-
existing sovereignty laws or propriety land interests. Proprietary title fell by default to the 
Crown. 
• Once Australia was retrospectively deemed settled by the doctrine of terra nullius and not 
conquered by the British, the same ruling was dismantled it. 
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• The decree that Australia was not terra nullius at settlement (which, recall, was not part of 
the plaintiff’s argument) removed the discursive impediment of the “facts” unaligned with 
the law and left the way open for the High Court to establish a “new order” of burden on the 
Crown - that of Native Title. 
 
Significantly, as Ritter says, “this rejection [of terra nullius] performed a profound discursive 
function: it provided the solution to the conundrum posed by Milirrpum. To re-iterate: Denial of the 
doctrine of terra nullius from within the most powerful tier of the Australian judicial system was a 
symbolic ritual in which the law was once again aligned with the “truth” in order to legitimate 
existing power-relations.195 To put it another way, what was a challenge to the Australian rule of law 
became itself an exercise in restructuring a legal framework wherein fatal flaws had emerged. The 
gyroscope of foundational Australian possession had, by slight of law, righted itself.  
 
                                               
195.  Ibid., 28. 
 98 
 
 
Figure 17. Corinne Brittain, Surface Tension, 2010. 
Sequins, sheer fabric, monofilament, 125cm x 135cm. 
 
 
The artwork above is inspired by the Norman Tindale map of the most complete chart of Aboriginal 
Tribal boundaries and language groups. The many thousands of sequins were hand sewn as a 
process of acquiring knowledge of place though the creative process. It depicts a network of extant 
sovereign borders that repudiate the notion that Australia was terra nullius at settlement. 
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Ritter suggests that had the rejection of terra nullius been taken to its logical conclusion, “white 
settlement in Australia would have been held to be unlawful and the High Court would…have 
rejected…the principle on which its own authority rests”196 but such a conclusion was patently 
untenable. Thus, what had been an attack on settler law and sovereignty by the Mer people was 
appropriated as a means of resetting a judicial compass that had become destabilised by its own 
internal manoeuvrings. Further, the Mabo judgement claimed Australian sovereignty as “inviolate 
and unable to be challenged in an Australian municipal court.”197 It was the one ruling the entire 
court agreed on. It begs the question of whether productive challenge to the legality of our 
sovereignty at any jurisdictional level is possible. Penny Pether: 
The High Court’s explicit refusal to address the sovereignty question is, then, I 
would suggest, both a critical ethical blind spot in the judgment and curiously 
symptomatic. The High Court’s protection of the source of its own (illegitimate?) 
power as the judicial arm of Australia’s national government and its act of 
containment masquerading as recognition are both symptoms of the covert yet 
insistent assertion of its own (colonial) power.198 
The arbitrary and culturally ordained premise of what constitutes “proper” land usage throws doubt 
on settler sovereignty and possession. It must be noted too, that as early as the 1830s there was 
awareness that this country was not in fact terra nullius and English law was prepared, to some 
extent, to include prior claims.199 By this stage however, the coalface of the frontier movement had 
descended into a wilderness both rapacious and violent, so only half-hearted attempts were made by 
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governors to comply with imperial edicts, while it would appear that the squatting colonists made 
no attempts at all. 
 
Whatever significant shortcomings may be read into the Mabo judgement, it did announce and in 
terms that alarmed sections of the non-Aboriginal Australian community, that this country was not 
empty at settlement. Unresolved ethical and legal questions of our claims to settler sovereignty 
remain, as does the need for continual reassessment of how those dovetails into our understandings 
of acknowledgment and care of place.  
 
 To return to Muecke and the right of passage of nationhood through commemoration of the dead - 
he echoes my thoughts when he says the Mabo decision: 
Gave us the opportunity to say that the country we thought was fully occupied, fully 
“covered” by a history that has its point of origin in London…is not finished at all in 
that sense. We can now pay our dues to the dead in a different way … so the 
affirmations of new forms of Australian cultural life would mean that the national 
dead will become increasingly the Aboriginal dead… Mabo…has invented a new 
politics, a politics contingent on the specificity of place.200  
The decision reinforced settler hegemony through righting the “law of the land” allied to rules made 
from within discursive temporal tropes detached from any performative, embodied places and 
spaces of this country. The verdicts also made it clear that there were viable, vital systems of 
governance anterior to common law and settlement. Julie Mullaney:  
Mabo brings to the surface a set of troubling questions about the nature of the 
colonial past and demands an ongoing reconfiguration of the ground/s on which and 
to which settler identities lay claim to the present. It is a fundamental disturbance to 
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the bedrock of settler order; its conceptions of time, place, history and vicissitudes of 
belonging.201 
It is this circularity of convenient cultural “truth” that in large measure forms my 
relationship to Lot 3/384 and constructing a dwelling, a home, on Lot 3/384 not only 
provided shelter, it also marked territory. The house obtrudes from the land; its thick brick 
walls a buffer against chilly prevailing winds. I watched “tradies” pour the grey lumpy syrup 
of its concrete foundations into deep, rectangular pits in the earth. Walled rooms emerged, 
brick by brick, on the hardened, anchored surface. The materially insubstantial deeds to this 
house, like the national flag, bear symbolic witness to claim, but tells me nothing about the 
substance of place. 
 
It was from these introspections that the next work, Settler Jenga–how do you play the 
game? emerged (fig.33). The work comprises forty-five identical transparent and 
rectangular four sided “bricks”. The precise uniformity of the bricks indicates a repetitious 
manufacturing process rather than an inventive and evolutionary one. Rather, it is the 
concept and placement of the bricks that addresses the creative performativity of the work. 
Each brick represents one of the many cultural customs that underpin and validate the 
hegemony of settlement – ordered time perhaps, or the circuitous interpretations of what 
constitutes claimable territory. One set of bricks may indicate the classifications of common 
law ownership. Industrialisation could be signified, or the discourses of science and Social 
Darwinism. The list is inexhaustible, but all feed into the desire to build a fortress on which 
to defend settler claims to ownership and possession. Many arrangements are possible for 
structuring this work, and if arranged in a regular column, three to a row, with each row at 
ninety degrees to the previous it becomes an inherently strong and stable structure. Unlike 
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the dwelling of Lot 3/384 however, this artwork lacks the mortar to secure it and so the 
stability of the Perspex column is precarious and at constant risk of toppling. Removing 
enough bricks will cause the arrangement to become unstable and in danger of collapse.  A 
single, inscribed mirrored panel, placed below adult head height, reflects and implicates the 
viewer as she moves around the work. An inscription that reads: How do you play the game? 
alludes to issues of edifice reconstruction raised in this chapter. The transparent materiality 
of the acrylic sheeting and the rebounding internal reflections appear to shift boundaries and 
float the structure, so that it seems ungrounded. Blue, red and white coloured threads 
attached to a small granite boulder collected from Lot 3/384 appear to anchor the structure, 
but on closer examination they are little more than superficial embellishment. Viewers have 
a choice – they can either remove a brick or replace one.  In a different iteration of the work 
the bricks are placed short edge down on flat ground and close enough to create a chain 
reaction so that the entire formation is toppled if any one of the element is pushed against 
another.  
 
The act of demolishing this “pillar of settler modernity”, in making it go to ground, provides 
an opportunity to disrupt its enframed ideology. From the chaos of the disordered bricks, 
possibility for a reconfigured sense of settler modernity in place emerges.  
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Figure 33. Setting up Settled...? Settler Jenga – how do you play the game. 
Perspex, rock, metallic thread. Dimensions variable. Each “brick” measures 42cm x 14cm x 8cm. 
Image: Corinne Brittain. 
 
Manufactured and mass-produced goods such as these acrylic shapes sit within the mode of 
“standing reserve” rather than poeisis,202 and the text included in this work is representational data, 
an organisational structure that needs the input of specific prior knowledge to make cultural sense. 
This calls in question whether this work can be considered non-representational and performative 
and able to generate new dialogical spaces. It could be argued, as Bolt does, that due consideration 
to ideas have the potential to move them into the realm of the methexical. She asserts that 
concernful handling of ideas or concepts are no less relevant or methektic, and the “potential for 
transmutation between imaging and reality…holds as much for conceptual art as it does for 
literature or material practices.”203 
                                               
202.  Poiesis, as in to create or produce. In Heideggarian terms it is a “bringing forth” of an artwork 
into the world that through the artist and the process transforms the work itself. 
    203.  Bolt, “Art Beyond Representation,” 190. 
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It could also be said that in essence any act of original creative production involves an element of 
new knowledge. The thought occurs that while my art praxis attempts to be methexical, my 
relationship to land is not (yet). The processes of art production may be agency to furthering 
connections to place but it also exposes the disremembering of place. Viewed this way the act of 
artistic creation in the context of the matters raised is dialectical because investigating the nature 
and location of Australian settler place necessarily implicates the associated political, legal, 
historical, philosophical and moral claims. Simultaneously, an acute degree of reflexivity is required 
to expose, acknowledge and learn subsumed place. The methexical relationship I am exploring 
through my artistic process signals an avenue to engage with and restructure in some contributory 
way, these concerns. Making art of Lot 3/384 implies a direct, ontological relationship with place. 
By transferring that art to a fertile dialogical space (a gallery as an example, but there are many 
possibilities) allows the potential for methexical interaction between the artist, the viewer and the 
work, and through these interactions visual art becomes agency for new ways to engage with some 
of these concerns. 
 
Chapters one and two have navigated, through researched writing and artistic process, a timeline of 
a several of the key principles that continue to support and influence Australian settlerhood but 
generate little knowledge of place. Our laws as they are constituted and validated seem unable to be 
inclusive of place - I would suggest that often the reverse holds true - and so clarifications of my 
settler relationship to it must be sought in contemplations of the matter of place itself. This will be 
the primary discussion in the next chapter. 
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Chapter Three 
Towards a settler understanding of place  
 
If two different authors use the words “red”, “hard”, or “disappointed”, no one doubts that they mean 
approximately the same thing…But in the case of words such as “place” or “space”, whose relationship with the 
psychological experience is less direct, there exists a far-reaching uncertainty of interpretation. 204 
                                                                                                                                                                Albert Einstein 
 
 
Etched into my memory is the day, deeds transferred, I legally “settled”205 Lot 3/384. Inserting a 
key into the sizeable padlock attached by hefty chain to the large but insubstantial wire gate, I 
crossed the threshold to my property. “A threshold” writes Casey, “is the concrete interlace of an 
important transition.”206 This was such a transition. It felt significant. There were no dwellings or 
outhouses on the property, nothing that could be considered of material value, and it had been 
cleared of cattle for some time. With hindsight I query why the gate was so heavily fortified. Another 
signifier of “ownership” and exclusion, I suppose. I walked the roughly rectangular fenced off 
boundaries, revelling in the peace and quiet. I had the documents and the imprimatur of my culture 
as proof of ownership. Legal responsibilities properly acquitted, this place - the trees, the creeks 
and dams - were mine(fig.34). Even as I craned my neck to peer up into the tall stands of Eucalypts 
however, I felt a prickle of awareness that this place could not be contained within intellectual 
paradigms of “common law” and “ownership”. Perhaps it was the rustle of disturbed wildlife 
unused to recent human intrusion that conjured up these thoughts; and while early declarations of 
ownership over stands of trees was little more than a naïve settler conceit, it would years until more 
comprehensive realisations of what interactions with this place implied. Later, travelling to the still 
sleepy township of Mittagong, I passed the Tourist Information Centre that services much of the 
Southern Highlands. It’s a good stopping off point; the garden is manicured, the restrooms 
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meticulously clean and parking is plentiful. Inside the well-lit interior is a wall of reading matter 
about the Highlands; the walks and the wineries, the pictorials of grand and historic buildings, 
information about the geology of the area, and books filled with feats of derring-do of local (white) 
heroes. Craft and bric-a-brac abound, as does the ubiquitous and generic Scottish tartan. It is as 
though, having headed down the highway and away from the frenetic pace of Sydney, I had 
stumbled on a comforting haven of tranquillity. An annual Highland gathering, Brigadoon 207, 
supports this notion. Tourists and locals come in the thousands to experience a version (some 
would say simulacra) of the area as a community of peaceful hamlets settled without violence, 
massacre or dispossession. Missing from the available reading matter is any record of the edict of 
1824 when Governor Brisbane declared martial law in the area after frequent frontier skirmishes 
over land ownership and usage between the local Indigenous and settler populations led to several 
deaths. It is, as Tim Cresswell notes, part of the “modern desire at both national and local scales 
where national governments and cultural elites are often keen to root a sense of national identity 
into a historical story about where it has come from and where it is going - a creation myth.208 Until 
very recently, most histories in the area of the Southern Highlands begin with settlement, and as 
with so many districts of Australia these exclusions form their own, parochial decrees of terra 
nullius.  
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Figure 18. Corinne Brittain, Deeds, 2012.  
Digital image. Dimensions variable.    
 
If it can reasonably be implied from arguments put forward in the two previous chapters that the 
determined and restless tropes of modernity have denied attention to place, then other ways of 
learning it must be investigated. This chapter begins to consider scholarly definitions of place and 
space as they relate to my intellectual and embodied identifications of them. I then interrogate place 
as an experiential and irreducible physical and ontological entity and highlight current research 
surrounding the philosophical, social, political and geographical discourses of re-emerged place and 
its relationship with space and time as cooperative and interdependent but discrete components. Lot 
3/384 again becomes the physical ground of these discussions.  
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One day I was photographing a large, circular non-natural depression that is in close proximity to 
the grinding grooves I caught sight of at my reflection in the act of capturing the image. Peering 
down at myself through the narrow viewpoint of the camera lens I realised that without a more 
penetrative scrutiny of the substance of place, I had little hope of insight into its role in my 
understandings of settlerhood. Producing art on site elicited a “felt” response to it but I had yet to 
define place in a conscious and reflective way. Further, while settler laws provide formidable rights 
of ownership to Lot 3/384, the resulting physical enclosures generate a social barrenness. Where 
and what is place in this equation? Attempts to categorise and demarcate it are contested and 
fraught, and while it is true that I am inescapably “place-bound” I appear to be philosophically 
separate from it - or able to ignore its fundamentality.  
 
A comparison of recent scholarly reengagement with place highlights interesting similarities and 
differences in the way the triad of interdependent place, space and time is sometimes configured. 
Edward Casey attempts to reawaken a primal sense of place by providing fresh insights into 
dormant intellectual notions of being allied to location, where he supports the importance of 
location as a site where people meet, and decisions are made within and on behalf of the resident 
communities. Casey writes: 
Both politics and ethics go back to Greek words that signify place: polis and, ḗthea) 
“city states” and “habitats” respectively. The very word “society” stems from socius, 
signifying “sharing”- and sharing is done in a common place.209 
This etymological description of the triad of place, ethics and politics is also an originary location 
of embedded (as opposed to disembedded through emptied out space) social systems and law 
arising from location. It would appear to be more closely aligned to an Australian Indigenous 
worldview than our own. Mary Graham’s assertions resonate with Casey when she says: 
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Although the importance of Place as a category is rarely acknowledged in Western 
thought, research shows that value and identity often are, for non-Indigenous as for 
Indigenous people, tied up with place.210 
I agree with Graham’s comment that “value and identity” are tied up with inescapable place, but for 
settlers, insightful knowledge of that assertion and of place itself remain elusive. 
 
Tim Cresswell argues that place becomes apparent when one is “confronted with a particular area of 
floor space and a certain volume of air that has a history - it meant something to other people.”211 
Although his allusion to the historical hints at an implicit Western temporality, he further comments 
that by adding personal possessions and purposefully rearranging objects within, space turns into 
place.212 He says, “They are all spaces people are attached to in one way or another. This is the most 
straightforward and common definition of place - a meaningful location,”213 and space is often 
thought of more abstractedly as place.214 I would argue that if it were a simple matter of a built 
environment with a collection of stuff, as Cresswell suggests then awareness of settler place would 
have been more readily secured with the long list of material good brought with the first fleet as 
discussed in the artwork, Settled...? When the boats come in (see also Appendix A). Doreen Massey 
writes of place as a “throwntogetherness” where, she says there is “the unavoidable challenge of 
negotiating a here-and-now (itself drawing on a history and a geography of thens and theres).”215 
This determines place not as a static site but as a suite of events, where a diversity of social and 
political imaginations is both an element of, and a have a stake in, the negotiations enacted. In the 
disordered but potentially fertile location of throwntogetherness other narratives are implied, and an 
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unpredictable admixture occurs rather than assimilation, an also rather than a blend. Michel 
Foucault also tends this route with his term heterotopia, 216 in which an array of democratised sites 
of power and knowledge bases can coexist without dilution. I prefer to think of this as space rather 
than place, an unfolding “here-also-now”, where unfolding implies a flow or non-stasis from place 
into the stuff of space, the here indicates a position in time and space both as locale and social 
formation and where also implicates someone or something else within the inherently unstable 
region of that position. Casey similarly gives primacy to place, but signals it as “more an event than 
an a priori category of knowledge” where place is a privileged dimension, gathering both space and 
time as co constitutional in that event: 
Such comprehensive gathering is the turning point of space and time, the pivot 
where space and time conjoin in place. Just as this most inclusive and momentous 
gathering is the undermining of space and time construed as independent and pre-
existing dimensions...the deconstruction of space and time by place clears the way 
for their conjoint reconstruction. But the two dimensions remain, first and last, 
dimensions of place, and they are experienced and expressed in place by the event of 
place.217  
Massey asserts that space under modernity comprises bounded places as opposed to 
“throwntogetherness” or a “here-also-now” that renders “coexisting spatial heterogeneity as a single 
temporal series.”218 This thought produces (at least) two considerations. The first is that modernity 
cannot contain a coeval “also” because the Western hegemonic voice dictates and attempts to 
control not only the “here and now” but the “also” and the “future”.  The second is that the concept 
of place as a “throwntogetherness” or “here-also-now” attempts a rupture from that boundedness to 
a flow of the open, negotiated and unpredictable.  
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Massey and Creswell’s comments define not what place is, but what it does, or allows to happen. 
They are discussions not about place, but the eventfulness of space or a here-also-now that could be 
understood as discursive political and social constructions amongst many others, that implicitly 
allow for the existence of a diverse cultural coevalness. As Malpas says, when it comes to 
theoretical inquiry into place, the focus for the most part is not on place as such, but either on the 
effects of place, or else on place as an effect of other processes.”219 Awareness of the distinction is 
crucial because his comments suggest that Malpas apprehends place as inextricable but distinct 
from time and space. For him place is a fundamental ontological configuration, a “structure that 
resists any reductive analysis, being constituted through an essential mutuality or relation at every 
level that is unitary even while it also contains an essential multiplicity.”220 Put another way, place 
becomes an irreducible entity that is simultaneously inseparable from its relationships with time and 
space. He notes that place is often suggested as a location for objects in purely physical space (as 
Cresswell does) or as an arena for subjective understanding of what happens in it, an idea which 
supports Massey and Casey’s eventfulness of place.  He argues that the “structure of subjectivity is 
given in and through the structure of place”221 and is persuasive in his argument that the notion of 
“unboundedness” is “indicative of a tendency to prioritise, not place, but rather a certain modern 
and very specific conception of space as unbounded extension or flow”.222 Extension or flow infers 
a temporality through movement from and to a location and the reverse. It is the action, again the 
doing in space rather than the locatedness of particular and irreducible place. Further, according to 
Malpas, place is an “open yet bounded realm from which the things of the world can appear and 
within which events can ‘take place.’223 His assertions distance the singular, enclosed and 
hegemonic temporal boundedness of modernity that Massey alludes to; and while he may appear to 
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resonate with both Casey and Massey’s contemplations of eventfulness of place, it is necessary to 
reiterate that Malpas assumes place is an entity distinct from space and time where “the concept of 
place cannot be divorced from space”224 but is spatiality embedded within “a unitary and 
encompassing place”225 that is fundamental to human experience and existence.  
 
I tend towards Malpas’ view of place as the irreducible grounding of embodied human experience. I 
also agree with his statement that there is no other framework through which human thought and 
conceptions of self-identity are understood but through place, and that “enquiry into the mind or the 
self will be identical with the enquiry into place.”226 Given this as an ontological premise I start to 
understand why the unembodied, abstract and transportable temporality of modernity with its 
subsumption of place problematises meaningful interactions with it. Temporal order activates “what 
I do” in the here-also-now, while embodiment in irreducible place emerges as a search for “who I 
am.” Under these conditions, the exploration of my settler attachments cannot be located in either 
time or space alone, nor can they be imported from elsewhere, but must be found in the conscious 
awareness of place. Malpas sums it when he writes that a grasp of a sense of place “is not just 
important to a grasp of self…but also a grasp of the world itself…the very possibility of 
understanding or of knowledge resides in locatedness and in a certain embeddedness in place.”227  
 
I have arrived at the definition of place as a complex but irreducible arrangement, bounded but 
open, and in which there is a gathering of a multiplicity of objects, actions, “self and other.”228 My 
thoughts echo Malpas’ who says, “I took place to be a more encompassing notion than either space 
or time, the latter two being presented as complimentary modes of dimensionality tied to 
                                               
224.  Ibid., 42. 
225.  Ibid. 
226.  Ibid., 16. 
227.  Ibid., 189. 
228.  Ibid., 173. 
 113 
simultaneity and succession respectively.”229 It is from this position that I ask myself: if I could 
entertain the prospect of Australia as a factual and not a culturally contrived terra nullius, would 
this hypothetical land free of cross-cultural confusions, generate a profound sense of place? The 
complexity of a definitive answer to these questions has already been underscored in chapters one 
and two. While discourse surrounding the legality of our nation statehood would likely be 
unnecessary or of a different character, I also cite denial of early evidence of prior and thoughtful 
care of Country. By privileging an imported and temporal order, colonists seemed oblivious to the 
experience of place “beyond or out of one’s knowledge,”230 so made assumptions were made that 
the land was in a “natural” state, an uncultivated terra nullius. This conveys to me a sense that early 
settler land practices would have prevailed regardless of the distinctive character of locale. Here 
modernity looms large, negating the demands of place even as a mythical terra nullius. The land 
becomes instead an unsettling tabula rasa, the spectre and legacy of which continues in the form of 
relentless and inexorable environmental degradation through lack of proper care of the very 
foundation of our existential being, place.   
 
As if to reinforce the complexities of understanding my embodied place, I find myself addressing 
not one but two interdepended but distinctly personal views of settlerhood: the fact of my existence 
in the a priori of place and the spaces of my embedded cultural (political, social) circumstance. If 
place is accepted as an essentialising structural condition of being, then events of space, the here-
also-now, become in a sense an “ordering of” the irreducible arrangement of place. Malpas alludes 
to this circumstance when he writes that there is a current tendency to talk of place, space and time 
as “social constructs”, but affirms, “the social does not exist prior to place nor is it given expression 
except in and through place.”231  With renewed awareness of being unremittingly in place, I return 
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to a closer examination of the cultural ordering of the here-also-now of Australia. As I move in that 
direction, I begin to have some insight into what it is to have an abiding sense of place and not time, 
as fundamental to being. 
 
Australian settler place – some thoughts 
It is now well established that Australia was not terra nullius at settlement, but both the place and 
the ordering reality of it remain troublesome. In discussion of the notion of “placedness” Malpas 
argues that: 
The entanglement of place with questionability brings to the fore the finitude of 
thinking as this arises alongside an essential relatedness to world. Such finitude is 
not a temporal finitude alone … but is essentially the finitude of placedness – a 
placedness that encompasses both the temporal and the spatial. The “being-placed” 
that is at issue here is the very origin, horizon, and focus of thinking, but it is also 
marks its limit.232  
In societies like ours where “temporal finitude” is the norm and placedness has been obfuscated, 
essentialising place to this extent can be problematic. I cite the experience of Fred Myers who is a 
respected anthropologist with three years of intermittent but intimate contact with the Pintupi. He 
was accepted into the community, with all the responsibilities that this entailed.233 Nevertheless his 
commentary on aspects of Pintupi customs proceeds by way of normative Western assumptions and 
from which he appears unable to meditate a more nuanced response to cultural difference.  
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He says: 
The process by which space becomes “country”, by which a story gets attached to an 
object, is part of the Pintupi habit of mind that looks behind objects to events and 
sees in objects a sign of something else.” 234  
Myers has possibly not fully grasped that Country is an entity that is vital, alive and irreducible, and 
objectifies place even while he searches for the deeper meaning he senses is ascribed to it, not 
appreciating that there effectively is no “process” that induces Country, no creation mythologies (as 
highlighted in chapter one) from which place emerges. Country abidingly is and as such, events, 
stories and laws inhere indivisibly within its living structures and features. 
Casey says of Myers’ assertion: 
Here we are led to ask, What are these “objects” behind which events lurk and to 
which stories get attached? The neutrality of the term object suggests that the first-
order items in the universe are denuded things - denuded of the very “secondary 
qualities” (in the demeaning term of Galilean-Cartesian-Lockian discourse) that 
would make them fit subjects of events and stories. We wonder, further, what is this 
“process by which space becomes “country,” “by which space is “culturalized,” and 
by which “impersonal geography” becomes “a home, a ngurra” (Myers 1991:54).235 
The “objects” Myers and Casey refer to are not sign symbols or derivative talismans, they are 
knowledge (as opposed to our transportable and transferable information systems). As such they are 
kept alive through methexical practice where methexis is not recreation of being and knowledge but 
is interdependent and indistinguishable from it. Casey goes on to argue: 
And the structure of the Dreaming in turn - a structure isomorphic with the 
landscape of the country-is “a product of the way Pintupi society reproduces itself in 
space and time” (Myers 1991: 48). The phrase “in space and time” is telling: the 
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reproduction is in some pre-existing medium. Having no inherent configurations of 
its own, this presumptively empty medium must be populated after the fact (but the 
fact of what? what fact?) by processes that impute to empty space the particularities 
that belong to the Dreaming. Generality, albeit empty, belongs to space; 
particularity, albeit mythic, belongs to place; and the twain meet only by an appeal to 
a procedure of superimposition that is invoked ex post facto.  
But the Pintupi themselves think otherwise, as Myers himself avers: 
“To the Pintupi, then, a place itself with its multiple features is logically prior or 
central” (Myers 1991: 59). Whom are we to believe? The theorizing anthropologist, 
the arsenal of his natural attitude bristling with explanatory projectiles that go off 
into space? Or the aborigine on the ground who finds this ground itself to be a 
coherent collocation of pre-given places-pre-given at once in his experience and in 
the Dreaming that sanctions this experience? For the anthropologist, Space comes 
first; for the native, Place; and the difference is by no means trivial.236 
By observing difference through a filter of presumptive knowledge it would seem that the 
scientifically trained Myers is unable to accept the existence of a society that favours place over 
temporality as a fundamental ontological premise.  
 
While Myers searches for the Pintupi process by which space becomes “country,” and “impersonal 
geography” becomes “a home, a ngurra,”237 Lot 3/384 is the location where I wish to feel most 
comfortable, at home and in place. As stated, building a dwelling on the site affords shelter and   
marks territory, but does little to further understandings of located place as home. Massey 
suggestions that to yield social interaction, place must operate “as an arena where negotiation is 
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forced upon us.”238 I question once more whether her comments allude not to place, but space, and 
further, for many people periods of retreat to a more isolated existence is a necessary part of 
existence. A current exhibition (May 26 – November 25, 2018) at the Fondazione Prada in Venice 
titled “Machines à penser”239 (fig.35) draws attention to the behaviours of Martin Heidegger, 
Ludwig Wittgenstein, Theodor Adorno and others, who all went through long periods of solitary 
intellectual contemplation. Heidegger retreated to his two bedroomed hut in Todtnauberg near the 
Black Forest “in times of personal crisis, as well as in times of intense philosophical 
productivity.”240 For him it was the material dwelling as well as its “natural” physical location that 
provided an authentic experience of being in the world.  
 
 
Figure 19. Overview of “Machines à penser” at Fondazione Prada, Venice. 2018 with a model of Heidegger’s hut. 
© Fondazione Prada 
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If isolation brought with it an ideal and genuine existence for Heidegger, the question could be 
asked, what does an authentic understanding of place imply? Geographer Edward Relph suggests 
that, 
An inauthentic attitude to place… is essentially no sense of place, for it involves no 
awareness of the deep and symbolic significances of places and no appreciation of 
their identities. It is merely an attitude which is socially convenient and acceptable – 
an uncritically accepted stereotype, an intellectual or aesthetic fashion that can be 
adopted without real involvement.241  
In light of previous discussions this a discouraging view of the potential for attachment to place for 
the migrant, the refugee and for different reasons the settler, for whom such connections may not be 
readily available. Relph highlights this circumstance when he comments that for the existential 
outsider, place can be seen “only in more or less useful features, or through some abstract a priori 
model and rigid habits of thought and behaviour.”242 This evaluation tallies with earlier discussions 
of colonial accounts of the landscape at settlement, and yet again implicate the Western tradition of 
predetermined knowledge applied irrespective of the distinctive demands of place. 
 
I am faced with this difficulty: since I am usually the only person who journeys to the grinding 
grooves and indeed there are not many more human exchanges across the topographical space of lot 
3/384) lack of chance meetings (throwntogetherness, the here-also-now) implies that social 
interactions cannot easily manifest itself on Lot 3/384. My common law ownership denies virtually 
any chance of forced human negotiations and to a large extent negates its “potential multiplicities”.  
 
Given the considerations already outlined, reasons for my unsatisfactory placedness are perhaps 
more obvious than the solutions. Yet I have to “be” somewhere, some place and space must contain 
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me as I must occupy it. It follows then, that if Lot 3/384 as my most desired of places to be does not 
instil inherent and deep knowledge of selfhood, then there is currently nowhere, that is, no location 
to which I as a settler can effortlessly exist. Speaking to Peter Read of his sense of settlerhood, artist 
Robert Levitus comments that his experiences painting the Australian landscape left him 
overwhelmed. He realised that he would never fit in, and that probably no one from a non-
Aboriginal background ever does. White Australians he suggests, do not have the benefit of many 
centuries of living in one place and instead it is instead a “transitory relationship to place and the 
landscape which does not allow for a deepening understanding of it or a symbolic relationship with 
it, but which is coupled with a yearning to belong.”243 While my previous discussions would 
support this view, I would begin to contend that in ‘painting up place’ he has the potential for 
greater connection to it. 
 
Not all settlers feel troubled by their relationships with place. In his book, Why Weren’t We Told, 
Henry Reynolds comments: 
In writing extensively about dispossession I haven’t myself felt dispossessed. I am 
unable to share the view of those who feel they don’t really belong in Australia, that 
they are barely tolerated guests.244 
Reynolds believes that being Tasmanian as he is, it is less challenging for descendants of those 
convicts and settlers than elsewhere in Australia because “convicts can hardly be seen as 
dispossessors because they were themselves prisoners,”245 and he further writes, “there is much less 
sense of the Tasmanian Whites as dispossessors.”246 I find his claims disingenuous given that land 
ownership in Tasmania is the product of an overarching Australian common law system. Perhaps he 
is attempting to deconstruct the “boundedness” of the nation - state in favour of emplaced locality 
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where, as Giddens writes, “we see the strengthening of pressures for local autonomy and regional 
cultural identity.”247 Differences notwithstanding, and though it is not to the same desirable degree, 
I do feel a pull of recognition when Reynolds says of returning to his country, “it’s a sense of ease, 
relaxed and easy when I’m at home which I don’t feel anywhere else in the world. It’s not 
intellectual, but quite distinctive.”248 In discussion with Read artist Mandy Martin says of the place 
she lives: “I feel I belong here, though I know the dilemma of being a second settler with a legacy 
of genocide and dispossession and cultural dislocation.”249 Settler historian Lyndall Ryan comments 
of the Mabo decision: 
Mabo has made me feel more at ease. I felt a huge burden fall from my shoulders 
that day. It was as if the decision gave me the right to breathe as an Australian for the 
first time. I stopped feeling like a colonial, a secondhand person.250 
Unlike Ryan, the ambiguity of the Mabo decision has not proffered a greater sense of settler 
comfort with either my land ownership or my connections to place. 
 
Constructing the social in place 
Years ago, when I was first at art school I installed a work called Pathways through time: Keep off 
the grass - this means you! (fig.36). It involved bringing large quantities of grass cuttings from Lot 
3/384 to Sydney to obliterate a “desire line” (a spontaneously created walking track) in Dhurag 
Country. The desire line was a thirty-one-metre pathway created through a grassed area, the shortest 
route from a car park to the adjacent building entry point. It bypassed officially sanctioned and 
durable “hard” surface walkway. After eliminating the pathway with the clippings, I observed it 
over a number of weeks. At first people were perplexed and reluctant to use the effaced pathway 
and utilised the “correct” official path.  
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Figure 36. Corinne Brittain, Keep off the grass. This means You! 2004 (before and after).   
Digital image. Dimensions variable. 
 
It became evident from my observations that on the one hand, an architect or town planner had 
decided, Euclidean fashion, where to best place a point of ingress into the buildings serviced by the 
car park. When choice is available however, socially constructed space does not work that way. As 
Cresswell says, place needs to be understood as an embodied relationship with the world. Spaces 
are constructed by people doing things and, in this sense, they are never “finished” but are 
constantly being performed. He writes: 
At a given moment in time, place provides a geographically specific set of structures. 
But even with layer upon layer of structuring conditions no one can safely predict 
what you or I are going to do… The places we have to negotiate are the result of the 
practices of those who were here before us, but … it is not a once and for all 
achieved state. Think of a new green rectangle of lawn in a town or city somewhere. 
Trees are planted in the middle and two footpaths meet in the exact center to divide 
the lawn into four smaller rectangles. Roads and buildings surround the lawn. To get 
across the lawn to the opposite corner a pedestrian is supposed to either walk around 
the rectangle or use the paths through it. Invariably some people will simply walk 
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across the lawn diagonally. After a few weeks a path will appear – a mud path which 
becomes the material manifestation of people’s desire to take short cuts. These are 
called “desire lines.” The point is that human agency is not so easily structured, and 
structures themselves are made though the repetition of practices by agents.251 
Cresswell’s comments are a tidy fit with observations of the way my artwork was negotiated. After 
a few weeks the clippings on “my” pathway had browned, and people quickly reverted to reiterating 
the original and spontaneously created desire line.  
 
Desire lines are not only shortcuts; unconscious, repetitive use of them can serve as a way of getting 
to know embodied space. Within Indigenous cultures, conscious interactions with Country are a 
way of reinforcing relationships with it. Settlement brought wholesale disruption of entrenched 
performative repetition of methexical practices to embedded desire lines or dreaming tracks that 
iterated deep knowledge of Country. Across Australia, settler desire lines are often palimpsest over 
ancient ones, but with markedly different aspirations and outcomes and are more likely to be the 
shortest distance from point A to point B, thereby “saving time” rather than connecting with the 
genii loci or spirits of known place. 
  
If it is accepted that the genius loci of Lot 3/384 has been in part stripped away by the tropes of 
modernity, and ordered time remains the predictor of expected outcomes where Massey says, “the 
future is already foretold,”252 then perhaps other pathways, new desire lines of settler belonging 
ought to be sought. Homi Bhabha’s notion of a Third Space as an example, invokes a “borderline 
work of culture” which demands the “encounter with newness” that is not part of the continuum of 
past and present. In this model negotiations of settler place become a re-imagined, interrelational 
and performative arena, an interstitial opening up in which “we find ourselves in the moment of 
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transit where space and time cross to produce complex figures of difference and identity.”253 
Geographer Edward Soja, having recourse to the work of Henri Lefebvre, alerts us to the 
“thirdspace” in which: 
 There are no closures, no permanent structures of knowledge, no intrinsically 
privileged epistemologies. One must always be moving on, nomadically searching 
for new sources of practical knowledge, better approximations, carrying along only 
what was usefully learned from earlier voyages.254 
Soja’s opinions contrast with my concerns in interesting ways. I have highlighted the impact of 
hegemonic cultural tropes that preclude Lot 3/384 from becoming a negotiated and coeval social 
space. Yet to “always be moving on” as he suggests, as a way of locating new knowledge implies a 
temporal order that again discounts place. The concept of nomadism is a source of speculation too, 
because as settlers and under our current mode of land ownership we are free to roam, purchase, 
sell, bequeath and in many instances and as with the Comerton land grant of Lot 3/384, divide land 
into increasingly small and bounded sites. This indicates a lack of permanency and commitment to 
learning place, resulting in what Muecke calls “shallow whitefella knowledge.”255 When settlers do 
stay, predetermined land practices are often instigated over unknown territory. Paul Carter says of 
frontier white settlement: 
 Where travellers might have met and passed, the nomadic overlanders squatted and 
stayed. At the very moment where the newcomers might have discovered an 
unfamiliar knowledge, they set about grazing and watering their stock.256 
It is perhaps Doreen Massey who best describes this dynamic and peripatetic space and some of its 
complexities when she writes: 
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It means that the negotiations of place take place on the move, between identities 
which are on the move. It also means, and this is more important to the argument 
here, that any politics catches trajectories at different points, is attempting to 
articulate rhythms which pulse at different beats. It is another aspect of the 
elusiveness of place which renders politics so difficult.257 
Although these descriptions allude yet again, not to place but to the actions of temporalised social 
space, for me to understand place and develop the potential to feel settled and of Lot 3/384 requires 
not only awareness of my physical placedness in a reflexive and intersubjective way, but also of the 
consequences of the cultural constructs gathered in the accompanying and interdependent space.  
 
How do I argue for Lot 3/384 as a place of social inclusivity and “eventfulness” in the stymied 
boundedness of my desired home? Enhanced in large measure by contemplative research and art 
process, interactions with the ground and substance of Lot 3/384 have yielded deeper connections 
with it than would otherwise have occurred; however current settler concepts of land ownership 
with its visually understood symbols of boundary and exclusion have a powerful impact on 
spontaneous social formations in the here-also-now, making Lot 3/384 in effect, socially barren and 
my involvement with it, solipsistic. The counterpoint to that view is that while I have no “deep 
knowledge” of it, Lot 3/384 holds some of my most powerful memories. The food grown in its soil 
has nourished me. Indigenous grey gums (Eucalyptus punctata) rather than the more fashionable 
Northern Hemisphere “Scotch” pines (Pinus sylvestris) run in a messy line on either side of the 
curving driveway. Planted as tube stock and watered through arduous droughts of earlier years, they 
are now fully grown and provide relief to koalas driven into the area by urbanisation and firestorms. 
In their maturity these trees seem to encapsulate my increasing attachment to this place I have come 
to think of as my Land. With the grasp of the profound significance of Land to my being comes the 
                                               
257.  Massey, "For Space," 158. 
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awareness that in essence, exclusive possession of Lot 3/384 precludes generational continuity of 
knowledge and care because when the obligations of custodianship become physically burdensome 
I will have to vacate it. Strangers will begin a new cycle of upkeep. They may bring to Lot 3/384 
the generalities of land care but will need to learn its particularities. This, I begin to understand, is 
the weighty price of my temporal settler cultural mode. For dispossessed Indigenous Australians 
where place is indivisible from being, the loss of Country becomes incalculable. 
 
 
The challenge is to substantively rethink this social boundedness and discover ways to expose the 
potential of neglected place to new, more thoughtful relationships with it.  In the final chapter 
methexical art process is explored as a way to do this, where work produced on or about Lot 3/384 
is relocated into settings of “forced negotiation” that open up dialogical spaces for the artist, the 
artwork, and the viewer/collaborator and ultimately for a greater understanding of settler place. 
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Chapter Four 
Visualising settler place through performative art praxis   
“My” Union Jack has been in situ for more than ten months and while the distinctive grid lines 
delineating the red, blue and white colouring are fading, it is tenacious as it clings to its rocky 
location. The cultural symbolism it purports confronts me each time I come to this place (fig.37) a 
reminder of complexities of linking claim and possession with the stuff of place. It is an arena that 
through its dynamic spatial openness is inextricably coupled to space and time. I instinctively feel 
the unremitting pull of temporal modes of being as I struggle to appreciate this place as free as 
possible from historical ambiguity and cultural baggage. 
  
 
Figure 20 Rocky Platform with the Tengucho tissue Union Jack visible in the foreground, 2015. 
Image:   Corinne Brittain 
  
Interrogations of the possibilities of art process as cultural broker for prioritising place are 
the subject of this final chapter. Central to this is the investigation of whether the work 
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produced is methexical and participative (between me, the work and the viewer) or 
derivative and representational. 
 
The chapter begins with a brief overview of certain aspects of representational art as I 
question whether methektic production could establish itself as a counterpoint to it. While 
definitions of representational art remain stubborn and elusive, schematic tools and 
prescriptive signifiers within the discourse tend to support the tropes of modernity rather 
than foreshadowing new cultural understandings.  
 
I engage with other artists working within the fields of place and Australian settler critique, 
including Hossein Valamanesh, Joan Ross and Will Robinson. Selected works of Cuban 
born American feminist artist Ana Mendieta and English artist Richard Long are also 
discussed because although not allied to the particularities of the Australian condition, I find 
significant artistic resonance with their use of materials and concepts of place and space. 
 
Rather than dealing with representational motifs, my work seeks to express an interaction of 
concept-thing-new knowledge between the materials, the artist as processor, the transformed 
(and not only mimetic) product and the viewer. This is an attempt to disrupt the social 
boundaries imposed on Lot 3/384 and where “good fences have made good neighbours.”258 
Malpas asserts that “one of the characteristics of modernity, perhaps even its defining 
feature, has been its opposition to the idea of bound or limit.”259  Yet it is the previously 
discussed culturally constituted interdependent interactions of modernity that has produced 
the social sterility of Lot 3/384. If human identity is found through relationships in and with 
                                               
258.  Quoted from the poem by Robert Frost,  Mending Wall. 
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/44266/mending-wall, accessed 12 may 2016. 
259.  Jeff Malpas, “Thinking Topographically: Space, Place and Geography.”  
https://www.academia.edu/4185517/Thinking_Topographically_Place_Space_and_Geography. (2014), 6, 
accessed September 9, 
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place itself, and if as Malpas suggests, place is the matrix within and out of which the social 
is formed, while space and time, provide its medium and its shape,260 the question remains: 
without located site specific social interaction, is deep understanding of Lot 3/384 likely? It 
becomes clear that active Lockean agrarian engagement with Lot 3/384 has not in itself 
yielded “proper” knowledge. While social gatherings do occur on Lot 3/384 they are 
distinctly different to Massey’s concept of spontaneous throwntogetherness with its potential 
to produce new and diverse knowledge.  
 
I investigate the potential of performative and methexical art processes to “transcend its 
structure as representation” through both its production and transferal from an “otherwise 
static and lifeless field of spatiality”261 to locations of fresh insight in order to explore a 
settler version of bringing Land into being.  Consequently, much hinges on the outcomes of 
these productions, the results of which and are in part dependent on viewer engagement with 
the work both at the time of viewing and after. Nicholas Bourriaud claims that,  
If a work of art is successful it will invariably set its sights beyond its mere presence 
in space: it will be open to dialogue, discussion, and that form of inter-human 
negotiation that Marcel Duchamp called “the coefficient of art,”262 which is a 
temporal process, being played out here and now.263 
While I would agree with him that art holds the possibility to open dialogue and discussion, his 
statement privileges the ubiquitous hegemony of temporal discourse where time is again central and 
place (the “here”) is relegated to a supporting role. I would prefer for my art to be of place that both 
                                               
260.  Ibid., 10. 
261.  Jeff Malpas, “Timing Space – Spacing Time: On Transcendence, Performance, and Place,”  
(2014). https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781137410276_2 accessed March 16, 2015. 
262.  The “art coefficient “ according to Duchamp is the subjective mechanism between intent and 
realisation of the artist and her work in which an actual “transubstantiation” takes place. It is then the” role of the 
spectator is to determine the weight of the work on the aesthetic scale”. Marcel Duchamp, -, Theories and 
Documents of Contemporary Art : A Sourcebook of Artists” Writings / Pages 817-820 : Richard Mutt Case 
(1917), The Creative Act (1957) and Excerpt from “Apropos of  Readymades” (1961). 818 – 819. 
263.  Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics , Translated by Simon Pleasance & Fronza Woods with 
the Participation of Mathieu Copeland ([France]: Les presses du réel, 2002), 41. 
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gathers in and unfolds through time and space. It is this narrow and unpredictable window of art 
production that has the potential for a small and mediated but significant dialogical space to occur.  
 
At its most basic, my visual art is developed from material supplies conjoined to 
imagination, observation and a level of learned skills. These in turn underpin a desire for 
alchemical and methektic outcomes through performative process so that the sum of the 
whole has meaning beyond the sometimes-incongruent elements of its parts. Barbara Bolt in 
her book Art Beyond Representation asks the question: “Does the visual image, like the 
speech act, have the power to bring into being that which it figures?”264 and further, “How 
does Western culture respond to the challenge that an image just might transcend its own 
structure and representation?”265 These comments begin to align with the methektic process, 
which can be more immediately perceived in Carter’s account of Aboriginal mark making 
where rather than “mere” representation, the “outside world enters the work and the world 
casts its effects back into the art.”266 My own aspirations are for the viewing of the art of Lot 
3/384 to offer the potential for new and collaborative spaces between the art, the viewer and  
notions of place. For settler culture to be broadly receptive to this concept requires a  shift 
from Enlightenment perceptions of images as representational alone, to a more methexical 
mode of thought. Enlightenment historical and objective representation in art, as in literature 
and scientific discourse, is often absorbed into cultural practice as prescriptive and culturally 
signified motifs. Predetermined, such art has the tendency to become enframed - bounded 
and enclosed – and future proofed against the inherent progression of modernity, and where 
to restate, “knowledge acquisition both defines and supersedes place and that reality is 
ordered and invariant across time and place.”267  
                                               
264.  Bolt, “Art Beyond Representation,” 3. 
265.  Ibid., 4. 
266.  Bolt, “Art Beyond Representation,” 10. 
267.  Graham, “Understanding Human Agency in Terms of Place.” 
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Bolt, commenting on the performative function of methektic praxis asserts that it “produces 
real or material effects. It produces rather than represents reality.”268  Speaking of 
Indigenous performative cultural rites, she says: 
Meaning is not arbitrary nor is it deferred; rather it emerges from the actions and the 
interplay between country, cultural knowledges and materially continued bodies, 
both individual and collective. Methexis shifts the terms in the economy of 
representation. Knowledge production is embodied and locally situated. Methexis 
has real effects in bodies and on the ground.269  
Although parallels can be drawn between methektic practices of Indigenous performative customs 
and visual arts process, I am not persuaded the outcomes are culturally similar. Whereas methexis in 
Western artistic production creates the opportunity for new knowledge and possible amelioration of 
delimiting art practices, singing up or painting Country (as examples) reaffirms fundamental 
Indigenous metaphysical connections with already known physical location. Moreover, Western 
revival of these participative modes of “oneness” with matter have only recently been explored in a 
thoughtful way. Put another way, one culture is on a search and (re)discovery mission while the 
other is revitalizing known and abiding Country.   
 
Given this, I explore whether art produced from my interactions with Lot 3/384 is enough to 
stimulate understandings of place. My answer would be yes... and no. I am not able to hold Country 
in Indigenous terms of understanding because it is fundamentally different from my own. 
Ultimately, the tropes of modernity are inseparable from my being and thus my art production; and 
as previous chapters can attest, this resists unmediated experience of place. However, and although 
it may not be so named, art always has the potential to be and often is, a conscious, performative 
and embodied practice, and so I can (and do) continue to search for settler attachments to Land 
                                               
268.  Ibid., 136.  
269.  Ibid., 141. (Italics original). 
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through the processes of visual art production. My sentient and embedded relationship with Lot 
3/384 and the “work” of a work of art - that is, as an artist producing intersubjective understandings 
of culture and Land, - allows the possibility of interrogation and exposure of cultural fault lines and 
a simultaneous nurturing of connections (as different from coveting Indigenous belonging to 
Country). At its most ideal, the relationship with Land is unmediated by conscious ideology and 
attempts to speak instead to the ontological essence or “truth” of the matter; but that raises the 
question: what is “truth”? Heidegger defines the “essence” of a work of art in terms of the revealing 
of “truths” and argues that art is not only a way of expressing truth in a culture, but the means of its 
creation and a springboard from “that which is” can be revealed.  He writes: 
The origin of a work of art – that is, the origin of both the creators and preservers, 
which is to say of a people’s historical existence – is art. Good works of art are not 
merely representations of the way things are, but actually produce a community’s 
shared understanding. Each time a new artwork is added to any culture, the meaning 
of what it is to exist is inherently changed.270 
Through the artists’ performative handling of matter the sum of its parts becomes co-emergent. 
Heidegger proposes that art practice is the movement of potential to the actual of substances,”271 
where the art, the artist and the viewer are all constitutive in the “revealing” of an artwork in a 
fertile openness or “field of strife” between the earth and the world. Art produces new knowledge in 
the world it opens up, and viewers who are responsive to the essence or truth of the work become 
preservers of that work. Author and academic Gregory Smith, writing about the role of 
Heideggerian “preservers” comments:  
To be a true work it must be noticed. And it must be noticed over time. But that 
means that every work of Art requires, for it to function as what it is, “preservers”. 
                                               
270.  Martin Heidegger, Basic Writings, trans. David Krell (United Kingdom: Routledge , 2010), 131. 
271.  Ibid., 96. 
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Every work is “thrown” forward toward future preservers. Someone in the future 
must enter its Truth and pass it forward.272 
Heidegger’s “truth” is very different from the earlier account of Foucault’s “truth” as circular 
relations within systems of power where the powerful in a society determine what is “true” and 
“legitimate”; nor is his truth the prescriptive representation of assumed knowledge evidenced in 
Gainsborough’s Mr and Mrs Andrews. Instead it purports to be an opening up of a region to 
possibility and new understanding.  
While I find resonance in Heidegger’s statements of art as agency for the revealing of the world 
through its production and viewing, his assertions of it as historical, and its viewers “preservers” is 
problematic in the context of cultural re-visioning, because preservation implies either continual re-
assessment of shifting cultural paradigms or - and this just as likely an outcome - preservers 
fossilise the historical status quo within the artwork, which is  a hallmark of future proofing of 
modernity’s practices. While Heidegger avers to the metaphysical and ontological in the work (both 
as verb and noun) of art, it draws on the legacy of reflective Enlightenment discourse and not 
contemporary performative art practice. It is in this latter category that I wish to position my own 
output and rather than preservers would prefer these individuals be thought of as 
viewer/collaborators, allowing for a methexical rather than historical flow of cultural connections at 
any juncture of place, space and time. 
 
 In an ideal situation, immediate and felt alchemical response to an artwork engenders bodily 
change in place, while collective historical understanding of can be assumed. Paul Carter writes 
that, for the Aranda (Arrernte) people, the methektic trace of Country became representational in 
the 1930s when men began painting Western representational images. These were more in keeping 
with Western traditions of landscape. This practice involved a physical and bodily shift, a lifting of 
                                               
272.  G.B. Smith, Martin Heidegger: Paths Taken, Paths Opened (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield 
Publishers, 2007), 198.  
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the head through ninety degrees to the horizon, rather than being attentive to the ground.273 
Although it can be assumed that paying attention to topography was in part a practical response to 
the “natural” earth, unlike the cleared “tabula rasa” of settlement or the “tamed” landholdings in 
Gainsborough and Lycett’s paintings, the implication is that by altering the pattern of movement 
Indigenous ground as embodied place was subsumed or at least challenged by historical modernity. 
Although I would not agree that these “new” Aboriginal paintings were representational only, the 
inferences of privileging the horizon, the beyond, are suggestive of a conscious shift within 
Indigenous spatio-temporal concepts.  
 
Stephen Muecke writes that land is not landscape but the concept of representation allows us the 
illusion.274  In this illusory visual framing land becomes culturally signified and objectified 
landscape, where “nature” is tamed and possessed. Reduced to a set of data, land as object becomes 
- like the Nepean Water Catchment and Lot 3/384 and much of the exploitable landmass of 
Australia - standing reserve. He suggests that “aesthetics can be politics carried out by other means, 
for what one learns to value in landscape, indeed, what is included in the frame, enables promotion 
of what is considered worthy as an object of aspiration.”275 The captured moment of aspirational 
landscape art is perhaps epitomised by again, the eighteen century Gainsborough painting of Mr and 
Mrs Andrews (fig.29). John Berger says of this couple:  
They are not a couple in Nature as Rousseau imagined nature. They are landowners 
and their proprietary attitude towards what surrounds them is visible in their stance 
and their expressions.276 
There is not unanimous agreement,277 but the painting could be read as historically framed land 
ownership, a captured reflection of Enlightenment ambitions and power discourses. It was this 
                                               
273.  Carter, "The Lie of the Land," 51.  
274.   Muecke, “Ancient & Modern,” 76. 
275.  Ibid., 71.  
276.  Ways of seeing/ based on the BBC television series with John Berger. London, Eng.: 
Harmondsworth:, British Broadcasting Corporation; Penguin, (1972) 107.  
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tradition says Muecke, “of landscape painting-cum-land-ownership which was imported into 
Australia … but which began to rapidly change under local conditions”.278 The local changes, I 
suggest, were in part instigated by the demands of place that could not otherwise be ignored or 
absorbed by a temporal order. Perhaps too the term landscape is one that is too mediated by the 
tropes of modernity, too weighed down by its inherent and tacit desire to possess and control, to 
provide a useful threshold to understanding specific place.  
 
While she does not make ideological distinctions between landscape and land, Barbara Bolt asserts 
that “modern or Cartesian representation is a mode of thought that involves a will to (Heideggerian) 
fixity and mastery.”279  Fixity implies again, a future proofing, an attempt at indemnity as a defence 
against the vagaries and chaos of unbounded progress. Representation informs how things were and 
how they are meant to remain in an ideal and unchanging social and political reality. This 
prescribed reading of art precludes a negotiated here-also-now. Jonathan Kimberly, artist and 
founding manager of the Warmun Art Centre in Turkey Creek, Western Australia, perhaps puts it 
most succinctly when he says: 
The term “landscape” is symbolic of an outmoded cultural paradigm, and is no 
longer adequate to describe the complexity of relationships that people have with 
place in Australia. Something more reciprocal exists at the interstices and 
intersections of landscape and non-landscape conceptions of place.280 
This leads back to my questioning of whether the productions of Lot 3/384 are representational only 
or whether they tend towards methexical interaction of place. 
 
 
                                                                                                                                                            
277.  Ibid., 106 - 108. 
278.  Muecke, “Ancient & Modern,” 72    
279.  Bolt,  “Art Beyond Representation,” 17. (Brackets mine). 
280.  Jonathan Kimberley, Ur-Landscape:Post-Landscape (Blue Tier),  ed. Bett Gallery (Hobart 
2005). Cited,  J. Malpas, The Place of Landscape: Concepts, Contexts, Studies (MIT Press, 2011), 21. 
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Contemporary comment - Australian and other visual artists  
Prior to investigating this, it would be helpful to situate my work in a broader art world context.  I 
begin with the art of Australian/ Iranian artist Hossein Valamanesh, whose work embodies some of 
the hallmarks of settler /migrant Australian communities where the struggles of everyday cultural 
difference and longing for “homeland” can vie with a determination to become established in 
adoptive country. It must be noted that virtually every migrant to Australia, whether recently arrived 
or having disembarked from the First Fleet, is imbued, as previously mentioned, with the values of 
modernity. The overwhelming majority are inculcated into the “Australian settler way of life” rather 
than unfamiliar and inaccessible Indigenous belief systems. As a result, potentially less of a cultural 
gap exists between the knowledge systems of newly arrived migrants and long-term settlers than 
between these two groups and Aborigines. Yet Valamanesh’s work Longing, Belonging, (figs.38-39) 
emerged from earlier forays into the Western Desert where he worked with and was inspired by, the 
artists at Papunya. His ready willingness to engage with “remote” Indigenous artists and theirs to 
work with him poses the question of whether more recently arrived migrants are less troubled by 
the entrenched political, moral and historical anxieties of connecting to Country.  Valamanesh says 
that the work was “made as an expression of my settling down in a new country.”281 There are 
many possible readings of it as the eye is arrested by the uncanny cultural synthesis of a Persian 
carpet set alight at its centre in a cleared area of Australian scrub. Was the scrub cleared as a safety 
precaution, or as a deliberate attempt to make “place” for the carpet? Persian carpets are highly 
indexical of culture, even if their full symbolic significance is not always fully appreciated outside 
those societies. Fire, as I have already noted, is an established way of caring for Country and in 
some “remote” Indigenous communities small, contained fires are part of daily existence and often 
provide a hub for community life.  
 
                                               
281. https://ehive.com/collections/3013/objects/402/longing-belonging-1997. Accessed June 7, 2015. 
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Figure 21 Hossein Valamanesh, Longing, Belonging, 1977.  
99cm x 99cm © The artist and GAGPROJECTS 
https://ocula.com/art-galleries/greenaway-art-gallery/artworks/hossein-valamanesh/longing-belonging/ 
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Figure 22 Hossein Valamanesh, Longing, Belonging, 1977.  
Digital photograph 99cm x 99cm, carpet 215 cm x 305 cm. 
Courtesy of The Art Gallery of New South Wales, ©Hossein Valamanesh and Rick Martin. 
 
Valamanesh’s work offers an interesting counterpoint to my own practice of removing site sensitive 
“remote” art to spaces that have the potential for further and fertile collaboration. In the first image 
(fig.38) the carpet is “in place” but distant from urban centres, while in the second image (fig.39) 
the photograph of the performative event and the burnt carpet is relocated to a broader dialogical 
arena – in this instance a large gallery space. The foregrounded carpet and photograph (fig.39) with 
perhaps a vestigial smell of acrid smoke carries the power to produce “real effects” not just from a 
physical response to the captured heat of the flame, but also because our collective settler psyche 
retains the memory of the impact of countless catastrophic bushfire events. From personal 
experience, it is often the waft of smoke with its unique aroma that is the portent of nearby 
bushfires, and so image of flames so close to scrub is a disconcerting reminder of its destructive 
capacity. It could be said that the considered and dissimilar materiality and locatedness of the work 
transcends a representational motif of Persian carpet/Australian scrub (as an example) with the 
resulting potential to generate a felt, visceral response that forms new ontological and cultural 
knowledge. 
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In Heideggerian terms “ontic” denotes the representational and factual – the fact of matter or a 
“thingly” being. The ontological by comparison is the understanding and revealing of the essence of 
that matter or thing, a concept that gives universal meaning to the substance of Being. Bolt, 
referencing Heidegger, comments: 
In his thinking, ontology is concerned with Being as such, whereas the ontic is 
concerned with the lived, culturally mediated experience of human beings…Whilst 
Art or the essence of art is concerned with the ontological, the life of an individual 
artist, the art practice of an artist, and the artwork, all operate in the ontic realms of 
be-ings.282  
 
The visually arresting images of Australian artist Joan Ross are an unambiguous disruption of 
settler ontologies of place and possession. Her use of fluorescent green/yellow high visibility (hi 
vis) fabric assails but does not hold the viewer, and attention is distracted by collections of eclectic 
items dispersed throughout her appropriated images. The digital technology that underpins much of 
the work is concealed by the illusory materiality of them. Combinations of recognisable but 
disparate objects in a neo-colonial setting reinvent matter into groupings of new possibility.  While 
Bolt comments that any item taken from standing reserve and used in art assemblage could be 
construed as making more of the same - that is, representationalist art,283 viewed from a different 
perspective the unexpected visual pairing of these mundane objects (stuff of the “remarkable 
ordinariness of English Possession”) forced into a shared and unpredictable space interrupts 
accepted meanings to produce fresh insights into the issues at stake. Bolt asserts that art 
assemblages have the capacity “to create connections and couplings in a free relation that starts 
something on its way, assemblages enable a poietic rather than enframing revealing”.284 There is the 
danger, Bolt maintains, that through avant-garde artistic practices of parody and manipulation of 
                                               
282.  Bolt, “Art Beyond Representation,” 88. 
282.  Ibid., 81.  
284.  Ibid. (Italics original) 
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existing signs the materiality of the works get lost to discourse.285 Under these conditions that 
which was created to reveal new possibility is in jeopardy of becoming  dogma instead. The best of 
Ross’ work escapes this fate. Her installations, digital images, videos and paintings border on the 
kitsch and are commentary on a range of social issues that beset the Australian condition including 
the failings of industrialisation and consumerism. Her abiding and most acerbic critiques however, 
are reserved for the Australian settler gaze and its relationship to place, where she combines the 
paintings of, amongst others, Glover, Lycett and Gainsborough. A strange and parallel universe 
emerges from these combinations that unsettle foundational tropes of place, nationhood and 
sovereignty. Elegant eighteenth-century aristocrats play poker machines for the chance to win a 
share of Australia, while in her work, The claiming of things (fig.40) in what is possibly an overly 
Utopian view, pre-settlement idylls replete with frolicking Aborigines are interrupted by the roar of 
helicopters that drag and drop “hi vis” picket fences across the land. As previously mentioned, 
fences are totemic of Australian settlerhood and demarcate ownership often over vast distances, of 
our parcels of land. In the context of Ross’ work as elsewhere, the physical reality of these 
structures is translated, as Gammage says, from “fences on the ground to fences in the mind.”286 
 
                                               
285.  Ibid., 86. 
286.  Gammage, http://theconversation.com/the-biggest-estate-on-earth-how-aborigines-made-
australia-3787, accessed September 12, 2015.  
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Figure 40. Joan Ross, The claiming of things, 2012. 
Still image from digital animation.  
http://www.joanross.com.au/2012-The-claiming-of-things. © Joan Ross 
 
In her work Tag and Capture (fig.41) Gainsborough’s Mr Andrews appears once more, but now his 
escort is the proud Countess Mary Countess Howe (Gainsborough, c.1760) spray can at the ready to 
produce the odd bit of graffiti perhaps or a settler version of “rock art” to mark territory. The setting 
is a park like Australian colonial landscape and the tableau is made deliberately odd by the use of 
incongruent elements where the improvised couple, along with their “hi vis” dog seem entirely “at 
home”. 
 
 141 
 
Figure 23 Joan Ross, Tag and Capture, 2013.  
Hand painted pigment print on paper, 50cm x 47cm. 
http://www.bettgallery.com.au/artists/ross/shopping/13tagcapture.html, © Joan Ross 
 
 
It is the work I Dig Your Land (fig.42) that most disrupts my sense of settler possessions. Here Ross 
appropriates the Joseph Lycett painting View on the Wingeecarrabee River, NSW discussed in 
chapter two, but in her version labourers in hard hats and hi vis gear replaces the Aboriginal hunters 
of the original. A truck and jackhammers also convey a current context and become powerful 
contemporary symbols of Lockean “tilling of the soil” in this otherwise colonial pastoral scene. In 
close proximity to Lot 3/384, this artwork is a direct assault on my occupation of place and is 
allegorical of every settler claim across the landmass of Australia and the laws that allow it to be 
reshaped and moulded into whichever version of mining, farming or urban development deemed to 
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be of highest current financial and/or political value, and where Native Title is extinguished if 
expedient. In reality, the country of Lycett’s park like painting is now wild and unkempt, maintained 
neither privately nor by local council. As Bill Gammage states: “Most cliff country along the 
Wingecarribee is now forest, and ground and air efforts to locate Lycett’s site with certainty have 
failed.”287 Some of this area, like the Upper Nepean Water Catchment, is given over to contentious 
“land conservation” which sometimes plays its deadly role in the wildfires mentioned earlier. The 
quiet, unsealed country lane that leads to Lot 3/384 periodically swarms with trucks and substantial 
industrial equipment controlled by (mostly) men in protective “hi vis” work wear as they regrade its 
surface after heavy rain, to make it “suitable for use” once more. 
 
While it may not be her intention, these disparate signifiers of cultural history collapse time and 
allow a productive here-also-now to flourish in new dialogical spaces. 
 
 
Figure 24 Joan Ross, I Dig Your Land, 2013. 
Hand painted pigment on cotton rag paper, 31.0 x 50.0 cm. 
https://artblart.com/tag/joan-ross-tagging, ©Joan Ross 
 
                                               
287.  Gammage, "The Biggest Estate on Earth," 62. 
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Figurative expressionist Australian painter and lithographer William Robinson makes no direct 
assertion for his art as agency for unsettling political commentary, but in a recent interview he 
recalls that when he was painting the Creation landscape series two decades ago the storms they 
currently experience did not seem quite so severe. He continues, “we haven’t taken enough notice 
of the planet. And landscape went from contemporary art when it should have been the political 
issue at the time.”288 His chaotic images of “untamed” Australian bush dissolve horizons and 
traditional Western perspectives and draw the viewer into a lush arboreal world. Indicators of time 
and space are absent or unhinged, prompting sensations of being unembodied and at one with place. 
As a religious man Robinson draws inspiration from Christian genesis stories for his paintings. 
While the works are considered landscapes from an art historical viewpoint, attentiveness to his 
surroundings shift his expansive paintings beyond the realms of the representational to become the 
stuff of place. Hannah Fink says of them that the constant working out of a relationship with the 
land which falls under the rather unyielding rubric of 'landscape art' is as protean as the nature it 
depicts.289 Robinson:  
I want to move away from observing the picture as some sort of representation. I 
want to sweep the observer down the gullies and up into the sky. The observer is 
drawn into the landscape - not physically, but as a sort of connection with memory… 
Such pictures cannot be understood if they are not felt physically.290 
The corporeal response Robinson seeks could be interpreted as methexical interactions, although he 
does not make that claim. It is Fink who draws the comparison when she comments of his painting 
that, 
                                               
288.   Loiuse Martin-Chew, “William Robinson,”  Artists Profile 41(217): 64. 
289.  Hannah Fink, https://www.artlink.com.au/articles/2555/light-years-william-robinson-and-the-
creation-stor, accessed 12 April, 2017. 
290.  Lynne Seear (ed.), Darkness and Light: The Art of William Robinson, Queensland Art Gallery, 
Brisbane, 2001, 118. 
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Wholeness resides in the experience of the landscape itself, and the paintings are at 
once approximations of, and tributes to, the sacred moment in which the physical 
and spiritual become synonymous. 291 
His comment draws parallels with the previously mentioned Cornford definition of  methexis as “an 
always-permeable passage from the divine plane to the human and the human plane to the divine 
where the One can go to the many and the many can be in reunion with the One.”292  Robinson does 
however comment that he feels an affinity with Indigenous peoples’ deep sense of connection to 
place.293 It is noteworthy that while Robinson may feel that association, his notions of place, unlike 
an Aboriginal sense of it, has a first principle beginning and a Christian genesis of  place.  
 
The paintings Nerang Pool (fig.43) and Creation Night, Beechmont (fig.44) both resonate with my 
own works, Longing and Water Hole (figs.45-46) where Cartesian boundaries and Renaissance 
perspective are dissolved. Viewing Nerang Pool has the effect of collapsing temporal and spatial 
references, allowing a felt immersion in place. In an interview in 2001 Robinson said of his of the 
place he lives in and draws his inspiration from that “you begin to question what time is. Time isn’t 
something that is measured on a clock.”294 
 
                                               
291 . William Robinson and Deborah Hart,  The Transfigured Landscape (Sydney: QUT/Piper Press, 
2011), 24. 
292.  Cornford, “From Religion to Philosophy: A Study in the Origins of Western Speculation,” 204. 
293 . QUT, William Robinson, The Transfigured Landscape. 
http://www.artmuseum.qut.edu.au/downloads/2011/TFL_EducationResource.pdf, accessed November 9, 2016. 
294.  Robinson and Hart, “The Transfigured Landscape,” 26. 
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Figure 43. Will Robinson, Nerang River Pool, 2004.  
Oil on linen, 122cm x 183cm. 
https://theartstack.com/artist/william-robinson/nerang-river-pool, ©William Robinson 
 
 
Figure 25Will Robinson, Creation Night Beechmont, 1988. 
Oil on canvas, 143.5cm x 193cm.  
Laverty collection, Sydney. 
http://www.visualarts.qld.gov.au/content/robinson_standard.asp?name=Robinson_Beechmont_1747_11 
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In Creation Night Beechmont, Robinson and his wife Shirley pose as a modern-day Adam and Eve. 
Their unerring gaze reflects back from a moonlit pond and forces a different negotiation with this 
work from the vast and amorphous “placedness” of Nerang River Pool. Surrounded by Australian 
native and introduced species the image collapses temporal and perspectival scale to the lived here 
and now. With their conscious regard as the central focus Robinson sets himself and his wife in but 
intellectually separate from “nature”. They become the subject of the image, allowing them mastery 
over rather than a coeval cohabitation with, their surroundings. This reading provides an interesting 
comparison between the corporeal detachments of Gainsborough’s couple from their tended 
landscape to a half way point of “subject immersed in object” (Robinson and his wife in location) 
but still knowingly separate from place. Excluded from the narrative is an unequivocal Indigenous 
presence. It is possibly implied by the highlighted grassed area where a larger than scale snake 
could be construed as the Rainbow Serpent of Indigenous cosmology.  
 
My more intimate digital photograph, Longing (fig.45) denotes a pond reflection of “self as settler” 
and is a work that arose from thoughts noted earlier where I suggest that without conscious 
recognition of its demands, embodied experience of place becomes challenging. My reflection is 
shrouded and just discernible in the lower horizon and coexistent with the plane of the image rather 
the subject of it. Unlike Robinson’s confident gaze, my approach is a cautious and unsure. To the 
left of the photograph is a single loop of an antique surveyor’s tape, a powerful scientific tool that 
supported and upheld settler claims of possession. The looping and colour of the tape with its 
imprinted mathematical rigidity is foregrounded so that it pulls away from, rather than blends into, 
the otherwise fairly uniform formal structure of the image. These two elements, my tentative 
reflection and the implied and predetermined facticity of the surveyor’s tape become a meditation 
on my ownership of Lot 3/384. 
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Robinson’s paintings are (most likely) performed over a longer period of time than it takes to 
capture my digital images, so it could be reasonably assumed that his methods of production are 
quite different to mine. However, it is in the viewing of his work that I find a correlation to the 
performative action of my own. Blinkered by the camera lens and in the act of capturing the images, 
my sensation through viewfinder is of being physically drawn downward and into the watery 
reflection of the visually grounded trees. Perspective is lost to a disorienting but satisfying oneness 
with the land. This phenomenon is even more pronounced when making video footage of the area.  
Zooming into the water hole, the perception is of a spinning whirlpool of trees, water and sky, as 
conscious grounding on the earth beneath my feet dissipates. In the immersion of place, time and 
space are collapsed and scale becomes less relevant. 
 
Figure 26 
Corinne Brittain, Longing, 2014. 
Digital image. Dimensions variable.      
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Figure 27Corinne Brittain, Water Hole, 2014.  
Digital video still.         
 
While these images may illuminate aspects of my relationship to the land through iterative and 
performative art practice and are perhaps anticipative of the settler version of bringing Land into 
Being, the process must transcend its materiality to implement the “work of a work of art” and offer 
fresh insight into that which it figures.”295  Barbara Bolt: 
In recognising the productive materiality of performativity, as a process that 
produces ontological effects, I take up Olkowski’s provocation that, in some 
photographs, “what is created, what is thought is no longer a sign within a symbolic 
system but becomes the thing itself.” (Olkowski 1999:208) …I propose that the force 
of the work of art can, in Olkowski’s terms, “become more than the medium that 
bears it so that it can transcend its structure as representation and as a sign.”296 
I must assume that it is at least conceivable for this to occur.  
 
                                               
295.  Bolt, “Art Beyond Representation,” 3. 
296.  Ibid., 150. 
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The last two works from the Settled...? series are Marking Time and the earlier referenced, Claiming 
the void, Voiding the claim. Both emerge as a direct response to my common law ownership of 
3/384, but whereas Claiming the void, Voiding the claim is a hybrid of depictive and measured 
cadastral maps applied to Tengucho tissue shapes of one of the grinding grooves, Marking Time 
(figs.47-48) is made with the mud of Lot 3/384 and is devoid of visual, political or representational 
references. Instead it leaves a direct and indexical mark of material substance as a way of distilling 
and incorporating the matter of place into the performativity of the mark making.  The clay loam 
soil, a remnant of the local volcanic plug of Mount Gibraltar, (anecdotally named Bowrell in the 
local Aboriginal dialect) was mixed with water and poured through a fine sieve. I made many 
dozens of iterations of the grinding grooves with the resulting slurry, enacting the shapes to leave 
the clear tracks of my fingers on the absorbent newsprint. Some of the marks were produced with 
my eyes shut, circumventing the usual visual stimuli so that I came to “learn” the grooves through 
bodily function. In this way the work attempts to transcend both representational and normative 
visual art practice. The mud marks on paper become “of” Lot 3/384 and not “in place of” it, and the 
interactions and co-dependency of matter and artist in this instance entailed a visceral response that 
has persisted. I am left with a significant residual “knowingness” of this place, a small settler step 
perhaps to “painting up Land.” This work has further shifted the balance of my perception of the 
grinding grooves from the historical and curious to a more corporeal familiarity of it. In this way 
the body, and more specifically the hand of the artist becomes the tool that allows a direct and 
unmediated response to place. I can envisage this work as a performative installation, where 
viewer/collaborators are invited to learn Land with their own renditions of mark making, thus 
becoming direct responders in the knowledge work of place. 
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Figure 47. Corinne Brittain, Settled...? Marking Time, 2014. 
Clay on news print, variable sizes. 
 
 
 
 
Figure 28Corinne Brittain, Settled...? Marking Time, 2014 (detail).  
Clay on news print, variable sizes.  
 
 
Artists Ana Mendieta and Richard Long both encapsulate the “hand as tool” in their work. Long 
uses mud from the Avon River, local to his home city of Bristol, to produce many of his 
monumental mud circles. The vigorous performativity of the work and its viscous materiality - 
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Long calls it “squidginess”297 - splashes marks outside its formal geometric and circular pattern. 
This loss of material control allows uncertainty and release around the edges of the demarcated and 
bounded area of the work. The images below (figs.49-50) are from an exhibition titled Time and 
Space. Long says of the works that, “They are a sort of simple celebration of the place, like its 
stones, or the horizon, or the mist, and of me being there, at that particular time, possibly never to 
pass that way again.”298 Though the substantive materiality of these works references the centrality 
of being in particular place, in naming the exhibition Time and Space, the irreducible ground of 
location is once more a taken for granted characteristic. From my own experience of producing 
Marking Time, I would suggest that when Long recalls this work, it will be the performative bodily 
processes in place rather than time, which will be most keenly remembered. 
 
                                               
297.  Robert Butler, In the mud with Richard Long, accessed December 10, 2015. 
https://www.intelligentlifemagazine.com/story/mud-with-richard-long.  
298.  Arnolfini Gallery Richard Long: Time and Space, accessed December 10, 2015. 
http://www.arnolfini.org.uk/whatson/richard-long-time-and-space. (Catalogue) 
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Figure 49. Richard Long, River Avon Mud Crescent, 2011. 
http://www.richardlong.org/Exhibitions/dec11exupdate/riveravoncres.html, © Richard Long. 
 
 
 
Figure 29Richard Long, River Avon Mud Crescent, 2011 (work in progress).  
© Thomas Bruns. 
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Similarly Ana Mendieta’s Body Tracks series (figs.51-52) leave a physical trace of her fingers, 
palms and upper limbs as she drags animal blood down a white paper ground. Her feminist 
commentary has been critiqued as “ahistorical and essentialist”299 on one hand and “uncanny and 
indexical” 300 on the other. The two thoughts are unavoidably reciprocal because the effect of an 
indexical mode of art production is a fitting ally for the uncanny, and under these conditions the 
collapse of historical representation in favour of the unpredictable moment is a likely outcome. 
Although she is absent from the second photograph (fig. 52) a palpable manifestation of the 
deceased Mendieta remains. Perhaps it is the human nervous system that evokes this physiological 
response to the colour and volume of blood, or maybe it as Bolt says, “Ana Mendieta’s land/body 
works can burst the boundaries of their medium and actually become what Mendieta claimed for 
them; “after images”. 301 
                                               
299.  Susan Best, http://www.academia.edu/230543/The_serial_spaces_of_Ana_Mendieta, accessed 
October 30, 2015. 
300.  Amanda Boetzekas, The Ethics of Earth Art, (University of Minnesota Press, 2010), 152.  
301.  Bolt, “Art Beyond Representation,” 182. 
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Figure 30Ana Mendieta, Body Tracks (Rastros Corporales), 1982. 
Photograph taken during a performance at Franklin Furnace, New York City. 
Courtesy Galerie Lelong, New York. 
© Estate of Ana Mendieta Collection. 
 
 
This work elicits a felt response to the way in which the blood, similar enough in consistency to 
clay mud, appears to ooze between Mendieta’s fingers and down her arms. Her contact with the 
ground of the work leaves a bodily trace much as the mud does mine in Marking Time and Long’s 
Avon Mud Circle.  Inherent temporal and representational motifs are absent from all three works, so 
that the material substance of them becomes ahistorical, that is to say, without temporal context, 
and indexical of the artists performative and embodied presence. 
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Figure 31Ana Mendieta, Body Tracks (Rastros Corporales,1982.  
Blood and tempera on paper. 
Rose Art Museum, Brandeis University, Massachusetts. 
© Estate of Ana Mendieta Collection. 
 
 
My final work, Claiming the void, Voiding the claim (fig.53) grapples with the representational and 
legal symbolism of Lot 3/384 and seeks to disrupt accepted judicial “truths” of settlement.  As 
previously discussed the work comprises a set of Tengucho tissue paper shapes of one of the 
grinding grooves (figs.2-3). Inverting the materially insubstantial tissue shapes makes the void of 
the grinding grooves appear solid and grounded, becoming a tabula rasa for the reception of local 
cadastral survey maps and my deed to Lot 3/384 which endorse my settler claims. Survey lines 
drawn on these maps delineate boundaries that often bisect landforms in an arbitrary fashion as a 
better fit for Cartesian numerical data (hectares, in this instance) than practical topography. 
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Figure 32Corinne Brittain, Settled...? Claiming the Void, Voiding the Claim, 2013 (detail).      
Tengucho tissue, inkjet print. Dimensions variable. 
 
 
Although they appear substantial, the tissue paper shapes are easily damaged or crushed, allegoric 
of both the “ironclad” claims of settlement and sovereignty and my fragile knowledge of place. 
Conversely and because the shape is cast directly from one of the deepest of the grooves, pressing 
the many layers of damp tissue into the form has produced a haptic sense of them, much like the 
mud maps of Marking Time (figs.47- 48). It could be argued that the use of cadastral maps and 
writing makes this work representational but fragmenting the data by layering it over the organic 
shape of the grinding groove obscures and reshapes original intent and disrupts its intrinsic 
historical arrangement. 
 
While the aim of my artistic processes is to produce methektic effects they are also, in the reading 
of many of them, inseparable from political and historical discourse.  Attempts to dislocate them 
through art process do not entirely escape the hallmarks of embedded modernity. Art moreover is an 
unpredictable entity with little guarantee of desired outcomes. As Bolt asserts, “Not every work, or 
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every work of one artist, yields a productivity that is”. It is not an easy matter to produce a body of 
work that is transformative.”302 The opposite as many artists are aware, is often the case. However, 
contextualised within the cultural, ontological and experiential of Being, methexical creative 
process offers some co-contributory and participative exchange between the materiality, the artist 
and the viewer that opens up a small but significant possibility of a reinscribed role of place in my 
Australian settlerhood.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                               
302.  Bolt, “Art Beyond Representation,” 184 
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Conclusion 
 
I lug my gear down to Rocky Platform aware that this will most likely be the last time I record 
changes in the Union Flag. It has been raining heavily and the pathway, little more than a narrow 
“desire line”, has become an unstable quagmire. I reach the remnant flag (fig.54) where time and 
weathering have muted its once audacious colours. The tissue is fragmented and almost 
indiscernible against the rock. Melancholia overcomes me, in part because interactions with this 
particular work, in this particular place, has run its course, and in part because although I have 
found some of the answers I sought, others remain elusive.  
 
 
Figure 33 Detail of the remnant flag at Rocky Platform, 2015. 
Image: Corinne Brittain. 
 
 
The impetus for this thesis was to understand, through the scaffold of synergistic researched writing 
and art praxis, the place of my settler circumstance. It encompassed a need to make sense of how I 
came to so exclusively possess Lot 3/384 and why a deeper knowledge of the substance of place 
does not emanate from this condition. What began as scholarly research has become a framework 
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for the beginnings of a deeper personal ontological understanding about the importance of place to 
understanding both self and settlerhood, while sustained methexical art praxis may yet deliver a 
more fully grasped response.  
 
With my artistic interpretations of the researched findings running throughout, the dissertation starts 
with a broad historical reassessment of how the philosophical casting off of traditional place both as 
location and privileged cosmology contributed to a re ordering of Western time, which in itself 
became a foundational systematising structure of modernity, and significant and prevailing cultural 
change. Swept into it were justifications for the land grabs of Western imperialism. Chapter One 
posed the question: what were the imperatives that drove land exploration from the known and local 
into the unfamiliar and vast? Central to the discussion is the intellectual rupture in Europe of the 
daily rhythms of traditional place by a temporality that was manipulable across space superimposed 
onto locations where place had remained fundamental to ways of being. The East Coast of Australia 
was one such site and where the new arrivals with a myopic sense of cultural superiority 
implemented imported legal and sovereign claim over already inhabited territory, unaware, and 
possibly uncaring, of the catastrophic effects on incumbent Aboriginal peoples. I have come to learn 
that these actions play a part in both our unsettled social spaces and our lack of understanding of 
place as it relates to and supports our selfhood. 
 
Chapter Two narrows the emphasis to considerations of the ethical and legal justifications for 
assertions of ownership and sovereignty detached from the specificity of place. Under British 
common law at the time of “discovery” loose and shifting validations of what was reasoned fit for 
possession and occupation permeated definitions of the terms “desert and uncultivated”. Moreover, 
numerous official early colonial eyewitness accounts of what appears to be cultivated land throw 
into deep doubt the justification of the East Coast of Australia as non-agrarian and thus claimable, 
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even from within sanctioned understandings of them employed at the time. Rather than applying the 
prevailing cultural ideal, that is, the purported open mindedness of modernity and scientific 
positivism, rationales for claim were based on enframed “truths” enshrined in discourses of power. 
To further excavate the circularity of these justifications I analyse the High Court case of Mabo, 
with its choreographies of meanings and applications of the term terra nullius, and ask the question: 
how is place knowledge to be derived from imported laws that ignore the specificity of place and 
further, how ethical are those foundations in light of the legal edifice reconstructions of the Mabo 
ruling?  
 
With aspects of the legal fragility of settler tenure examined and I argue, its processes a possible 
constraint to more conscious commitment to place, chapter three begins a closer investigation of the 
substance of place. I outline a range of current scholarly interpretations of place. For Tim Cresswell 
it is an “area of floor space and a volume of air”, Massey and Edwards go by way of socialised and 
eventful space, but I have tended down the route forwarded by Malpas so that my sense of place is 
that of an irreducible ontological structure, an entity separate from but interdependent with time and 
space and where there is a dynamic flow of interacting elements and objects. Accepted, this 
definition of place underscores why hegemonic temporal discourses alone cannot support, and 
indeed is essentially incompatible with, the primacy of place to Being.   
 
What further emerges from my research is that whichever permutations are applied, place, space 
and time are inextricably interrelated, “intimately and irrevocably tied together”,303 and it is the 
cultural privileging of place over time or the reverse that produces consequential types of 
knowledge systems.  
 
                                               
303.  Jeff Malpas, “Timing Space-Space Timing.” 
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1057/9781137410276_2, accessed 16 March, 2015.  
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I raise the possibility that more considered contemplations of the centrality of irreducible place to 
meaningful existence may provide fresh insights into settler ethical and moral considerations and 
most importantly to treatment of place itself, so the final chapter investigates art as agency for this 
undertaking. Art becomes a small but substantial opportunity for new paradigms of thought and 
through its processes I have begun to learn Land in a more intimate way. Methexical and 
performative modes of art practice provide possibility for overlapping understandings of the 
unfolding here-also-now. Further, the realisation has come that wherever I am place is there, 
pushing back, interacting indivisibly with and through me. It is as Mary Graham says of place, “the 
world kicks back,”304 but more than that, I now understand that place is the ontological basis of my 
Being from which the world both gathers and disseminates. Place give rise to the world and 
simultaneously it is from place that I experience it. I believe too, that decades of care of Lot 3/384 
has set a particular path for my way of being in the world.  Massey says, 
Place, in other words does - as many argue - change us, not through some visceral 
belonging (some barely changing rootedness, as so many would have it) but through 
the practising of place, the negotiation of intersecting trajectories; place as an arena 
where negotiation is forced upon us.305 
I would put it somewhat differently. Place does change us, but I would argue that acknowledging its 
primacy is necessary for concernful dealings with it. When we have understood that to “attend to 
intelligence of place,”306 and to the events and negotiations gathered within its sphere, is to find an 
opening to deep and comfortable settler attachments with and though it. 
 
                                               
   304.  Mary Graham, Place and spirit - spirit and place”, Earthsong Journal, Perpsectives in Ecology, 
Spiriuality and Education. Vol. 2, No. 7, Autumn 2014: 5-7, 5, accessed 25 July, 15. Availability: 
http://search.informit.com.au/browseJournalTitle;res=IELHSS 
305.  Massey, "For Space," 154. 
306.  Jeff Malpas,  The Intelligence of Place: Topographies and Poetics: (London. Bloomsbury 
Publishing, 2015), 8.   
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I speculate that much of the art I have evaluated in this thesis becomes of Lot 3/384 and not only 
representative of it; thoughtful, methexical acts of art production open fertile dialogical spaces. 
However, these spaces are ultimately inseparable from my political and social settler 
embeddedness. Unlike Aboriginal relationships to Country where there is a ready and direct cultural 
synergy, the work of my artwork has also sometimes to expose and subvert the tropes of settlement, 
to learn new cultural paradigms and modes of thought. The two, my art and my cultural 
circumstance cannot be separated into expedient discourses, and to ignore the revealed inadequacies 
is to continue to contradict the demands of place and undermine the social space of the here-also-
now in which being and selfhood reside.  
 
As part of a recent Welcome to Country ceremony, a senior Gadigal Elder advanced the notion that 
anyone born within the boundaries of the Eora nation became part of it. Relating this to my 
daughter, who was born within these borders, drew an immediate reaction. “That is so cool”, she 
replied. This, I knew, translated as enthusiastic approval. I was intrigued by her reaction. She shows 
scant interest in her Irish-Australian ancestry that can be traced for some six or seven generations, 
or in her much more recent Scottish and South African origins. I could see though that the idea of 
being of the place of her birth rather than culturally derivative of the experientially unknown and far 
away, appealed.  
 
For my final thoughts, I return to Mark McKenna. Recall, in his book published in 2002 he  said 
that “he is not one who believes the land is the only source of spiritual belonging in Australia.” He 
cited Sydney, London and the South Coast of New South Wales as possible locations of belonging. 
However, a decade later he writes, 
What began as a retreat from Sydney – a remote “bush block” on the far south coast 
of New South Wales – is now home to my family, my place of writing, and the one 
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patch of earth to which I most instinctively belong. My voice is tied inextricably to 
the aesthetics of this one place, even when I am not here.307 
It is perhaps unsurprising that with our detachments from the substance of place it has taken 
McKenna thoughtful and embedded interactions with it to reach these conclusions. His 
journey once more resonates with my own. Limited knowledge of place notwithstanding, 
Lot 3/384 grounds the warp and weft of who I am. The art processed with a conscious and 
performative awareness of place allied to reflexive historical knowledge has initiated 
clarifications of my relationship with it that turn fosters fresh and compelling insight into the 
complex particularities of settler place. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                               
307.  Mark McKenna, “Blackfellas’ Point One Decade Later,” 
https://www.themonthly.com.au/blog/mark-mckenna/2014/05/2014/1407185637/blackfellas-point-one-decade-
later, accessed August 14, 2015. 
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Appendix A: List of First Fleet Livestock, Provisions, Plants and Seeds 
 
 • 10 Forges 
• 175 Steel Hand Saws 
• 700 Iron Shovels 
• 700 Garden Hoes 
• 700 West Indian Hoes 
• 700 Grubbing Hoes 
• 700 Felling Axes 
• 700 Hatchets 
• 700 Helves for Felling Axes 
• 747,000 Nails 
• 100 Pairs of Hinges and Hooks 
• 10 Sets of Cooper’s Tools 
• 40 Corn Mills 
• 40 Wheel Barrows 
• 12 Ploughs 
• 12 Smith’s Bellows 
• 30 Grindstones 
• 330 Iron Pots 
• 6 Carts 
• 4 Timber Carriages 
• 14 Fishing Nets 
• 14 Chains for Timber Carriages 
• 5,448 Squares of Crown Grass 
• 200 Canvas Beds 
• 62 Cauldrons of Coal 
• 80 Carpenter’s Axes 
• 20 Shipwright’s Axes 
• 600 lbs of Coarse Sugar 
• 1001 lbs of Indian Sago 
• 1 Small Cask of Raisins 
• 61 lbs of Spices 
• 3 Hogsheads of Vinegar 
• 2 Barrels of Tar 
• 1 Dozen Tin Saucepans 
• 1 Printing Press 
• Type Fonts for DO 
• 3 Dozen Flat Irons 
• Candlesticks 
• 3 Snuffers 
• 48 Spinning Brasses 
• 7 Dozen Razors 
• Bible Prayer Book etc. 
• 6 Bullet Moulds 
• 9 Hackies for Flax 
• 9 Hackies Pins 
• 3 Flax Dresser Brushes 
• 127 Dozen Combs 
• 18 Coils of Whale line 
• 6 Harpoons 
• 700 Steel Spades 
• 175 Claw Hammers 
• 140 Augurs 
• 700 Gimlets 
• 504 Saw Files 
• 300 Chisels 
• 6 Butchers Knives 
• 100 Pairs of Scissors 
• 30 Box Rules 
• 100 Plain Measures 
• 50 Pickaxes 
• 50 Helves for DO 
• 700 Wooden Bowls 
• 700 DO Platters 
• 5 Sets of Smith’s Tools 
• 20 Pit Saws 
• 700 Clasp Knives 
• 500 Tin Plates 
• 60 Padlocks 
• 50 Hay Forks 
• 42 Splitting Wedges 
• 8,000 Fish Hooks 
• 48 Dozen Lines 
• 8 Dozen lbs of Sewing Twine 
• 12 Brick Moulds 
• 36 Masons Chisels 
• 6 Harness for Horses 
• 12 Ox-Bows 
• 3 Sets of Ox Furniture 
• 20 Bushels of Seed Barley 
• 1 Piano 
• 10 Bushels of India Seed Corn 
• 12 Baskets of Garden Seed 
• Coarse Thread (Blue/White) 
• Transport Jack 
• Ventilators for Water and Wine 
• Hoses 
• Windsails 
• 24 Spinning Whorls 
• 1 Set of Candlestick Makers 
• Carbines 
• Bulkheads 
• Beds 
• Hammocks 
• Marines Clothes 
• Fig Trees 
• Bamboos 
• Sugar Cane 
• Quinces 
• 12 Lances 
• Shoe Leather 
• 305 Pairs of Women’s Shoes 
• 40 Tents for Women Convicts 
• 6 Bundles of Ridge Poles 
• 11 Bundles of Stand Poles 
• 2 Chests of Pins and Mallets 
• 1 Portable Canvas House (Gov. Phillip) 
• 18 Turkeys 
• 29 Geese 
• 35 Ducks 
• 122 Fowls 
• 87 Chickens 
• Kittens 
• Puppies 
• 4 Mares 
• 2 Stallions 
• 4 Cows 
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• 1 Bull 
• 1 Bull Calf 
• 44 Sheep 
• 19 Goats 
• 32 Hogs 
• 5 Rabbits 
• Gov. Phillip’s Greyhounds 
• Rev. John’s Cats 
• Mill Spindles with 4 Crosses 
• 2 Cases of Mill Bills and Picks 
• 1 Case of Mill Brashes 
• 589 Women’s Petticoats 
• 606 Women’s Jackets 
• 121 Women’s Caps 
• 327 Pairs of Women’s Stockings 
• 250 Women’s Handkerchiefs 
• Apples 
• Pears 
• Strawberries 
• Oak and Myrtle Trees 
• 135 Tierces of Beef 
• 165 Tierces of Pork 
• 50 Puncheons of Bread 
• 116 Casks of Pease 
• 110 Firkins of Butter 
• 8 Bram of Rice 
• 10 Pairs of Handcuffs and Tools 
• 1 Chest of Books 
• 5 Puncheons of Rum 
• 300 Gallons of Brandy 
• 15 Tons of Drinking Water 
• 5 Casks of Oatmeal 
• 12 Bags of Rice 
• 140 Women’s Hats 
• 1 Machine for Dress Flax 
• 252 Dozen lbs of Cotton Candles 
• 168 Dozen lbs of Mould Candles 
• 44 Tons of Tallow 
• 2 Millstones Spindles etc. 
• 800 Sets of Bedding 
• 1 Loom for Weaving Canvas 
• 2,780 Woollen Jackets 
• 5,440 Drawers 
• 26 Marquees for Married Officers 
• 200 Wood Canteens 
• 40 Camp Kettles 
• 448 Barrels of Flour 
• 60 Bushels of Seed Wheat 
• 381 Women’s Shifts 
Plants and Seeds 
• Banana 
• Cocoa 
• Coffee 
• Cotton 
• Eugenia 
• Guava 
• Ipecacuanha 
• Lemon 
• Orange 
• Prickly Pear 
• Spanish Reed 
• Tamarind   
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